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To my friend, Michael V. Carlisle



Life has no pleasure higher or nobler than that of friendship. It is painful to consider, that this sublime enjoyment may be impaired or destroyed by innumerable causes, and that there is no human possession of which the duration is less certain.

—SAMUEL JOHNSON, “The Uncertainty of Friendship,” 1758



Introduction

I first learned of the friendship and subsequent feud between Edmund Wilson and Vladimir Nabokov only a few years ago. A friend of mine had been tracking down Alexander Pushkin’s descendants—there are a few—and mentioned in passing that Wilson and Nabokov had ended a quarter-century-long friendship because of a disagreement over how to translate Pushkin’s novel in verse Eugene Onegin. I burst out laughing. It was the silliest thing I had ever heard.

I hadn’t known about this famous contretemps because I was eleven years old in 1965, when Wilson trained his guns against his longtime comrade in letters—“a personal friend of Mr. Nabokov…an admirer of much of his work,” as he introduced himself in a salvo of ill-will splattered across the pages of The New York Review of Books. I wasn’t reading the Review, then in its third year of publication, and it certainly wasn’t lying around my parents’ house. I was reading Boys’ Life, what the Russians would call the “organ” of the Boy Scouts of America. I think Vladimir Nabokov, he of the wondrous outdoorsy boyhood, would have approved.

I know a thing or two about Russian language and literature—my harshest readers will confirm that modest count—but I had never read Onegin, and was familiar with only the highest peaks of Nabokov’s astonishing range: Lolita and Speak, Memory. There was a time when college students with literary pretensions read Edmund Wilson, but it wasn’t my time. When I graduated in 1975, Wilson had been dead for three years, with his literary renown and influence already in deep eclipse.

Several years into this project, I laugh less now. Of course the pedantic exchanges between two eminent men of letters still ring silly—is pochuya, which could mean “sensing,” or “sniffing,” a present or past gerund? (Good question!) Did Pushkin know English well enough to read Byron? (Maybe.) But the end of a friendship is always a loss. Especially a friendship so deeply and mutually celebratory as this one. “Edmund was always in a state of joy when Vladimir appeared,” Wilson’s third wife, Mary McCarthy, recalled. “They had an absolute ball together. He loved him.”1 Their correspondence was legendary, full of rambunctious exchanges about literature, gossip, sex in taxicabs, sore gums, and very genuine emotions. “You are one of the few people in the world whom I keenly miss when I do not see them,” Nabokov wrote to Wilson eight years into their friendship.2

And then, nothing.

Like so many intimate relationships, this one bore the seeds of its own destruction. In one of his very first letters to his new acquaintance, Wilson scores Nabokov for his punning, which Wilson finds tiresome. But of course it is irrepressible, and will continue throughout his life. Nabokov’s last major novel, Ada—the title itself a pun, alluding to “ardor,” and to the Russian ah, da (oh, yes)—mentions Mr. Eliot’s famous poem, “The Waistline”; and so on, ada infinitum. In many ways the two men proved to be two entirely different and contradictory people, Wilson the erudite literalist and Nabokov the ludist, the fantasist, the trickster king. The opposites attracted, and then they didn’t.

When their friendship ended, much was made of the fact that Wilson never reviewed any of Nabokov’s novels. Indeed Nabokov himself complained in a gift inscription to Wilson, “Why do you never review my works?” But it is very hard to imagine Wilson enjoying, say, The Gift, Nabokov’s favorite of his own Russian novels. The Gift would have infuriated Wilson. It is simultaneously a work of literary criticism, a memoir of the Russian emigration in Germany, and a complicated gloss on Pushkin’s Onegin. The Gift incorporates a novella-length, jocoserious “biography” of Nikolai Chernyshevsky, a sacred figure of nineteenth-century socialism whom Nabokov mercilessly lampoons.

It is supremely Nabokovian; a novel, and not a novel. And it ends with a perfectly crafted Onegin stanza, Nabokov’s knowing nod to his favorite Russian writer. That stanza appears on—but I anticipate.

It is equally hard to imagine Nabokov reading, savoring, or even understanding Patriotic Gore, Wilson’s unsentimental, revisionist overview of the literature and the mythopoeia that animated the combatants in America’s Civil War. Wilson spent more than ten years researching the book. It is difficult to envision Nabokov spending even ten minutes perusing its index. When Gore appeared in 1962, Nabokov had already ensconced himself in Switzerland, settled atop a pile of money from the fabulous sales of his novel Lolita. America, and Edmund Wilson, were only faintly visible in his rearview mirror.

—

LET ME MAKE two quick points:

Told from such a distance in time, this becomes a story of unequal combat. Nabokov is very much alive in his work, perhaps less on the night table than on the college syllabus, but nonetheless he remains known to millions. Not so Wilson. In the years leading up to his death in 1972, “he was not much read,” his friend Jason Epstein wrote in a heartfelt obituary. Once hailed as the “dean of American letters,” possessed of what the biographer Leon Edel called “a certain Johnsonian celebrity,” Wilson is largely unknown today. When I mentioned Wilson’s name to a participant at a donors’ event at the Boston Public Library, his reply was: “It’s weird how he makes everything about ants.” No, that is Edward O. Wilson, the Harvard professor and author of The Ants, The Anthill, and Journey to the Ants. Edmund Wilson was someone else entirely.

Second: There seems to be an infectious tendency to “go Nabokovian” when writing about the late, great novelist. Andrew Field, Nabokov’s first biographer, decided not to include an index with his biography, a complicated and annoying homage to his subject, who sometimes bent indexes to his own playful needs. When Wilson’s biographer Jeffrey Meyers wrote about the Nabokov-Wilson feud, he couldn’t resist the easily available pun “when Pushkin came to shovekin.”3 Douglas Hofstadter, the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Gödel, Escher, Bach, who spent two years translating Onegin with great élan, fell into pun-ditry himself, asserting his right to “poetic lie-sense,” and so on.

I myself succumbed. It is futile to resist the lure of such pseudoverbs as “pedanitifies,” or to ignore the temptation to tack footnote after footnote onto my explanation of Onegin’s scintillating “Pedal Digression.” When I needed to cite an Onegin translation, I quoted from the late Walter Arndt’s version, just because I knew that would irk the Nabokovian shade. Nabokov hated Arndt’s Onegin. I call Vera Nabokov “Vera Nabokova” in part because that is how she signed her name, but also to fingernail-scratch the Elysian blackboard where the Master may currently be lecturing. He inveighed against the feminization of Russian family names, and insisted on teaching Anna Karenin, never Anna Karenina.

These are pure Nabokovian impulses. Literary confrontations were to be pursued in this life and the next. When revising his Onegin translation after Wilson’s death, Nabokov urged his publisher to shake a leg: “I would like to see my edition printed before confronting an irate Pushkin and a grinning E. Wilson beyond the cypress curtain.”

A feud unto death, and beyond. As we shall see, Wilson attacked Nabokov from beyond the grave, affording himself a satisfaction we cannot yet fully appreciate. In the five years that he outlived Wilson, Nabokov, too, tap-danced on his old rival’s tombstone, in a manner unbecoming the international celebrity and self-proclaimed genius that he was. And then Nabokov’s son, Dmitri—but again, I anticipate.

In a famous essay, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that “friendship, like the immortality of the soul, is too good to be believed.”

In the case of Nabokov and Wilson, it was.
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The Beginning

This is how it began. It is worth recording because Vladimir Nabokov would later offer up an alternate version of how he came to be friends with Edmund Wilson.

Wilson knew Nicolas Nabokov (“emotionally extravagant, physically demonstrative, and always late”),1 an émigré composer who achieved some renown in the United States and Europe after fleeing Russia. In 1939 Nabokov rented a house across the street from Wilson in the Cape Cod town of Wellfleet, Massachusetts, and they inevitably met. Nabokov had written music for the Ballets Russes and the New York Philharmonic. Their shared acquaintances included the Oxford don Isaiah Berlin and W. H. Auden, who had recently moved to the United States.

Wilson would have bearded the charismatic, extroverted composer because he was fascinated by Russia. As with many American intellectuals, the Soviet Union’s “new society,” being built atop the ruins of czarist Russia, entranced him. The Great Depression had laid America low, and Wilson had seen its depredations firsthand. He had visited Russia for a few months in 1935, and had time to study the language while recovering from scarlet fever in an Odessa hospital for six weeks.

Wilson liked Russian language and literature, and he liked Russians, too. So it was the most natural thing in the world that Nicolas Nabokov would reach out to Wilson on behalf of a relative, in a famous August 1940 note.

Nicolas reported that his cousin Vladimir had recently arrived in the United States, and was in dire financial straits. “I await a miracle or I will lose all hope,” Nicolas wrote, quoting Vladimir. “Help,” Nicolas wrote twice, in Russian. “Help, dear Edmund Edmundovich. Do whatever you can.”

Wilson did help. When Vladimir wrote to him from a Russian friend’s summer house in Vermont, Wilson proposed a fall meeting in New York. The two men met in early October, and before the year was out, Wilson, filling in as literary editor of The New Republic, had commissioned a review from Vladimir. Wilson was quickly smitten. “I’m amazed at the excellence of the book reviews he’s been doing for me,” he wrote to his Princeton literature professor and mentor, Christian Gauss. “He is a brilliant fellow.”2 Soon the two men started talking about a joint translation of Alexander Pushkin’s famous “little tragedy,” Mozart and Salieri, which the magazine published in 1941. “It is quite perfect now,” Nabokov wrote to Wilson when he saw the finished product. “You have played your Mozart to my Salieri.”

Wilson boosted more than one Nabokov. He also promoted Nicolas’s career, publishing his music criticism in The New Republic, and helping him place reviews in The Atlantic Monthly. Wilson tried to convince his friend Thornton Wilder to write a libretto for Nicolas, based on Alexander Pushkin’s unfinished novel, The Blackamoor of Peter the Great. When Wilder demurred, Wilson briefly considered taking on the job himself.3

Just six months after their first meeting, Vladimir Nabokov and Wilson were chaffing each other like old pals. Wilson praised Nabokov’s first submissions, but warned him to “refrain from puns, to which I see you have a slight propensity. They are pretty much excluded from serious journalism here.” Wilson had just published To the Finland Station, his classic sympathetic overview of the origins of European and Russian Marxism. He sent his new friend an inscribed copy: “To Vladimir Nabokov, in the hope that this may make him think better of Lenin.”4 Nabokov replied that he had enjoyed parts of the book, but could not stomach Wilson’s treacly depiction of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (“He knew how to talk to the country people…good at chess but did not care about winning”) to pass unnoticed. “Now we come to Ilyitch—and here I itch (sorry),” Nabokov wrote. “Not even the magic of your style has made me like him.” For Nabokov “Leninist reality,” as the Soviets liked to call it, would always be “a pail of milk of human kindness with a dead rat at the bottom.”

A few months later Nicolas Nabokov wrote again to Wilson: “I can’t tell you how endlessly grateful I am for what you have done for the ‘new’ Nabokov. He wrote me an enthusiastic letter about you.” Nicolas addressed his correspondent as “mon cher Huile-son,” a play on the French word for “oil,” and signed his name “Nab O’ Cough.” Punning ran in the family.

—

WHO WAS EDMUND WILSON in 1940? Although history would later reverse their order of importance, he was older—forty-five years old to Nabokov’s forty—more famous, and arguably more accomplished than Vladimir Nabokov at that time. Coincidentally both men’s fathers were prominent jurists. Wilson’s father, a pathologically neurotic lawyer, served as New Jersey’s attorney general under Woodrow Wilson, who supposedly promised to elevate him to the U.S. Supreme Court during his presidency.5 (Nabokov’s grandfather was Russia’s minister of justice under the reformist czar Alexander II, and his father, an expert on the Russian criminal code, served briefly as minister of justice in the breakaway Crimean Republic after the Russian Revolution.) Wilson’s mother, née Helen Kimball, never really warmed to her only child, with whom she often squabbled about money. She had money. Wilson wanted her to share it with him. She declined. “A woman of limited intelligence, prosaic, self-confident and self-assured,” according to Wilson’s friend and literary executor Leon Edel, “she never read Edmund’s writings.”6 She saddled her russet-haired young child with the nickname “Bunny,” which she liked to repeat in front of his friends. Wilson never much cared for the name. On the final day of her life, Helen Wilson warned her granddaughter Rosalind not to marry a writer “because you’ll never have any money.”7

Wilson had breezed through the Hill School in Pennsylvania and Princeton University, emerging as a remarkably well-educated man. He knew Latin and Greek well and French superbly, and started publishing literary criticism shortly after graduation. His first book, an appreciation of Wallace Stevens and e. e. cummings, appeared when he was twenty-six. At twenty-nine he wrote in his diary: “On the train [to California] I read Sophocles’ Electra in Greek.”8

Like Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos, he served in the ambulance service during World War I, then returned to New York to launch his career as a journalist and literary critic. He was a gifted talent spotter for a golden age of American letters, promoting the careers of Hemingway, his Princeton classmate F. Scott Fitzgerald, and the poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, with whom he pursued a tempestuous, on-again off-again love affair. Wilson was among the first American critics to champion the “difficult” James Joyce, in his famous overview of modern literature, Axel’s Castle, published in 1931.
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If we remember him today, we probably recall Wilson as the ruddy-faced jowly critic staring disapprovingly from the inside back flyleaf of an assigned library text. But in his twenties and thirties he was a certified member of Manhattan’s smart set. He worked first for Frank Crowninshield’s legendary Vanity Fair, then moved over to the more progressive New Republic. He was a mandarin but not a snob, writing with equal enthusiasm about Finnegans Wake, which he liked, and Agatha Christie’s detective stories, which he found tiresome. Wilson, who could discuss “Dante and Catullus and Verlaine without standing on tiptoe,” Norman Podhoretz wrote, “is also the man who can without stooping produce an article on Farfariello, who was doing impersonations in Italian at the Fugazi Theater” on Manhattan’s Lower East Side.9

The Great Depression left an indelible mark on Wilson, not because he suffered particularly, but because he traveled to parts of America where the damage was greatest. Wilson, along with fellow writers John Dos Passos, Malcolm Cowley, and Theodore Dreiser, visited Harlan County, Kentucky, to report on the 1931 coal strike and the miners’ abject living conditions. These were writers engagés; in addition to packing his notebooks, Wilson brought food and clothing for the miners. (Dreiser brought a girlfriend, which resulted in an adultery charge.) Sheriffs’ deputies chased Wilson out of Harlan, threatening him with jail time and worse.

The next year Wilson published his fourth book, The American Jitters: A Year of the Slump, comprising dispatches from San Diego, Brooklyn, West Virginia, and the brave new world of Detroit, where Henry Ford was brazenly reinventing capitalism in the teeth of the world crisis. “So far as I can see,” Wilson wrote, “Karl Marx’s predictions are coming true.” In 1932 Wilson, Dos Passos, and Sherwood Anderson circulated their “Writers’ Manifesto,” calling for “a temporary dictatorship of the class-conscious workers….We declare ourselves supporters of the social-economic revolution,” they wrote, “such revolution being an immediate step toward the creation in the United States of a new human culture based on common material possession.”

Jitters ended with a remarkable chapter, “The Case of the Author,” in which Wilson applied “the Marxist formula” to himself, “as a specimen of the American bourgeoisie.” He noted, for instance, that his father eschewed investments and speculations, “and one of the results of this has been that I have grown up in modern prosperous America with a slightly outside point of view.” He explained that he enlisted in World War I “not because I cared much about the War, but because…I wanted to get away from my old life.” He signed up as an enlisted man instead of attending officers’ school because that was what “most of my friends from college were doing,” and “I wanted to get as far away from that old life as possible….I swore to myself that when the War was over I should stand outside society altogether….I should devote myself to the great human interests which transcended standards of living and conventions: Literature, History. The Creation of Beauty, the Discovery of Truth.”10

The young Wilson scolded himself for his bourgeois lifestyle. His work for “highbrow magazines” netted him about $7,500 a year (slightly over $100,000 today), but he allowed that family inheritances provided an extra “margin for classical reading, liquor, and general irresponsibility. And as I have got used to these bourgeois luxuries, I naturally shrink from the prospect of an era where everybody will have to earn all he gets.” Said era was approaching, he predicted: “The money-making period of American history has definitely come to an end. Capitalism has run its course.” The new proletarian thinkers “look to Russia,” Wilson wrote, and so did he: “I, though I am a bourgeois myself…have certain interests in common with these proletarians. I, too, admire the Russian Communist leaders.”

Inevitably the next stop would be Russia, as it was for so many of his peers. Although he never joined the American Communist Party, Wilson voted for its candidate, William Z. Foster, in the 1932 election. His sympathies lay on the left for most of his life. Funded by a two-thousand-dollar Guggenheim Foundation grant, Wilson sailed from London intending to study at the Institute for Marxism-Leninism in Moscow, which turned out to be closed to foreigners. Instead Wilson traveled around the country for several months, writing dispatches that were eventually collected in parts of two books, Travels in Two Democracies (1936) and Red, Black, Blond and Olive; Studies in Four Civilizations: Zuni, Haiti, Soviet Russia, Israel (1956). The dates are significant because Wilson, a self-described “visiting journalist known to be sympathetic with the Soviet regime,” censored many passages in 1936 that showed up in print twenty years later.

With the cruelty of hindsight, we can say that Wilson got off on the wrong foot. In Moscow he stayed in the temporarily unoccupied apartment of Walter Duranty, the notorious New York Times correspondent who completely failed to grasp the horror of Stalin’s tyranny. Ever the reporter, Wilson did notice the signed photograph of Stalin on Duranty’s bookcase.

Wilson knew that he was witnessing a historic turning point in Soviet history, but like so many foreigners on the scene, he didn’t understand what was really going on. His journalistic antennae correctly discerned that “the atmosphere of fear and suspicion…has evidently become more tense since the [Sergei] Kirov assassination”—the 1934 killing of one of Stalin’s rivals, now assumed to have been engineered by Stalin. Wilson infelicitously concluded that the sense of paranoia was “of course…no worse than Hollywood (though the penalties—death and deportation—are greater). Stalin and [Lazar] Kaganovitch are hardly more sacred names in Moscow than Schulberg and Thalberg are on the Coast.”11

Hollywood is a tough town. But no one got a bullet to the back of the head for botching a movie script.

Strolling through Moscow’s Park of Culture and Rest, Wilson remarked to a Russian companion that the assembled holiday-makers seemed to be quite subdued. “She replied in a low voice, ‘C’est que tout le monde a très peur’ ” (“It’s because everyone is very frightened”). Wilson censored that remark in 1936 but published it in the 1956 collection.12

Wilson’s observation that “you feel in the Soviet Union that you are living at the moral top of the world, where the light never really goes out” would haunt him for the rest of his life. Only later—much later—did he temper his enthusiasm for Things Soviet. He never fully surrendered his admiration for Lenin, for which Nabokov attacked him on first acquaintance. The first time Wilson saw Lenin’s waxy effigy preserved in Red Square, he enthused: “The head in the tomb, with its high forehead, its straight nose, its pointed beard…its sensitive nostrils and eyelids, gives an impression in some ways similar to that one gets from the supposed death-mask of Shakespeare. It is a beautiful face, of exquisite fineness, and—what surely proves its authenticity—it is profoundly aristocratic.”13

Wilson’s Russia stay ended with him flat on his back for six weeks in an Odessa hospital. This was probably the only time that Wilson systematically studied the Russian language, surrounded as he was by non-English speakers. Many years later he recalled that “I learned Russian, primarily, I think, in order to read Pushkin,” the Shakespeare of Russian letters.14

What else do we need to know about the forty-five-year-old Wilson? The boundless eclecticism—his detractors would call it high-minded dilettantism—had not yet taken over his career. In later middle age he would dive into Haitian literature, learn Hungarian and Hebrew,*1 the latter language to ease his way into two books about the Dead Sea Scrolls, and immerse himself in the history of upstate New York, where he lived in his mother’s home for about half the year, starting in the early 1950s. Wilson’s enthusiasms extended to the supernatural. “He was very much interested in the Abominable Snowman and wished that he were up to asking The New Yorker to send him on an assignment to track down reports of this fascinating creature,” according to his friend, the Harvard American studies professor Daniel Aaron, who accompanied Wilson on a reporting trip to the Iroquois Nation. Well before the famous protests at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, Wilson had become a fervid supporter of Native American rights. In the final decade of his life he rededicated himself to denouncing American capitalism and its infernal paymaster, the Internal Revenue Service.

That was in the future. In 1940 Wilson was a compact fireplug of seemingly boundless energy. He was quite the ladies’ man, already embroiled in his third marriage, this time to the fiery young writer Mary McCarthy. He had previously married a beautiful actress, who seemed to be on tour for much of their marriage. His second wife died in a freak accident. Wilson pursued innumerable extra- and intramarital affairs, which complicated his life enormously. He chronicled his many conquests in his unprudish diary, published posthumously “(Marie: I could feel her vagina throbbing powerfully—Thrust naked cock up into those obscure and meaty regions”15). He “thought constantly of sex,”16 he confessed. Marriage was a commitment that Wilson didn’t take very seriously. Wilson’s daughter Rosalind remembered his first wife, the actress Mary Blair, coming “home from the theater to find a DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door and that my father was still seeing Edna Millay, with whom he was in love for many years.”17 Wife number two, Margaret Canby, said of
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