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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR STACY SCHIFF’S

VÉRA

(MRS. VLADIMIR NABOKOV)


“Schiff has succeeded in creating an elegantly nuanced portrait of the artist’s wife, showing us just how pivotal Nabokov’s marriage was to his hermetic existence and how it indelibly shaped his work. She effortlessly conjures up the disparate worlds the couple inhabited … a formidable challenge for a biographer—a challenge that Ms. Schiff, with this book, has most persuasively met.”

—MICHIKO KAKUTANI, The New York Times




“An absorbing story, illumined by Schiff’s flair for the succinct insight … This portrait of a fifty-two-year marriage to a woman who was the writer’s prime reader opens up Nabokov’s private life.… But the triumph of Véra is not just in providing entrée to her famous husband. She fascinates of her own right.”

—LYNDALL GORDON, The New York Times Book Review




“Schiff has performed a monumental task in drawing a nuanced and fairly detailed portrait of the woman behind the mask both husband and wife conspired to create.… Writing in sprightly prose that captures the ‘verbal tennis’ of the couple’s interactions, [she] has given us a vivid and truthful portrait of a proud and gifted woman whose contribution to Vladimir Nabokov’s life and career was immense.”

—The Boston Globe




“A sharply focused, vividly detailed portrait. Schiff’s elegant prose style [is] at once forceful and playfully allusive in the nicest Nabokovian fashion.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Artful … both revolutionary and old-fashioned, an intimate biography that leaves both the dignity and the privacy of its subject intact.”

—Newsday




“Illuminating … ‘Without my wife,’ Nabokov once remarked, ‘I wouldn’t have written a single novel.’ … Schiff’s work boldly and brilliantly illuminates how complex was this deceptively simple statement … A superb portrait.”

—LOUISE DESALYO, The Chicago Tribune




“Absorbing, often wildly amusing, and deeply moving … Véra’s mere listening to Lolita did more than we shall ever know to determine what we read when we read Lolita.”

—CLARENCE BROWN, The Seattle Times




“Excellent … Behind every great man is a book about a great woman. The same is true of Schiff’s Véra, and yet it is more than just a portrait of a marriage. It is a necessary contribution to Nabokov scholarship.… Véra is both love story and literary study.… Schiff has done a splendid job.”

—San Jose Mercury News




“This book offers more than a peek at the famous author through his wife’s eyes. When her 1991 New York Times obit called Véra “Wife, Muse, Agent,” it only hinted at her role, which is rescued from obscurity in Schiff’s graceful prose.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Stacy Schiff is phenomenally talented, her service to the Nabokovs is utterly sincere, and the resulting book is overwhelmingly gratifying. She writes sentence after sentence of such panache that you almost believe that she has been visited by the ghost of Nabokov himself.… Schiff has given us two fascinating lives for the price of one. Whether you want to know about the husband or the wife, you should make Schiff, as Véra was for Vladimir, your ‘designated driver.’ ”

—Sunday Telegraph




“Schiff writes with a lucidity and an elegance that chimes beautifully with the Nabokovian tale she has to tell.… This cool and delectable study is all the more remarkable for being a portrait of an invisible woman. Stacy Schiff has concentrated on concrete details that reveal the outline of the absent ones.… She measures Véra’s impact rather as one measures the effect of gravity, or invisible particles, by their impact on distant visible bodies … [A] wonderfully acute and delicate study.”

—The Independent




“Schiff, no mean writer herself, shows how every reader of Nabokov should be grateful to his long-suffering wife. Her superb book, a triumph of research, rhythm, and style, casts his novels in a new light.”

—Mail on Sunday




“At heart a love story … Stacy Schiff fills in a glaring gap in the ‘wives of’ portrait gallery.”

—BRENDA MADDOX, Literary Review




“Schiff describes the Nabokovs as ‘the ultimate portmanteau couple’ and her book is something of a portmanteau, too: two biographies for the price of one and a portrait of a marriage thrown in.… This is a rich and subtle book. It is also, at times, very moving.”

—The Times (London)




“The Nabokovs’ partnership must be one of the most tantalising double acts in literary history … a remarkable book … it is indicative of Schiff’s sureness of touch that she can make fun spring from close textual reading.… Following Schiff’s bold, patient construction of Véra from the fiction (of all kinds) with which she surrounded herself approaches the delight of reading a Nabokovian fiction.”

—The Spectator




“A scholarly, readable look at a remarkable literary duo.”

—Library Journal




“Véra has met her match in Stacy Schiff, whose biography is a model of subtle searching, and elegant scholarship. It lucidly dissects the three people involved in the Nabokov marriage: Véra, Vladimir, and their joint creation, the author VN. It makes clear that if, as Schiff proposes, Nabokov was for much of his life a ‘national treasure in search of a nation,’ Véra was his anchor, his emotional and imaginative refuge, ‘the country in which he lived.’ ”

—HILARY SPURLING, Daily Telegraph




“Engrossing and utterly romantic … [Véra] was his wife in the most complete and complicated sense of the word. Schiff’s elegant prose and fanatical attention to detail establish this unequivocally.”

—New York




“Elegant … a sensitive rendering of one of the century’s great love stories. The book probes delicately into the considerable mysteries at the heart of a happy marriage.”

—WILL BLYTHE, Mirabella




“As much a love story as a straightforward biography … This being the Nabokovs we’re talking about, though, it’s also a tale of soul mates who defy conventional expectations and explanations.”

—Salon




“The fascinating story of a modern woman who made a life-long career as her husband’s intellectual companion, secretary, manager, and guardian angel.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Véra is a beautiful book. Built on a heroic scale, it is subtle, intimate, and richly argued. Almost every page projects a truly remarkable woman and her part as a tutelary spirit in the work of a great writer. Has there ever been a literary marriage as productive, complex, and intriguing as this one?”

—JUSTIN KAPLAN




“There are many good reasons to be interested in the life of Véra Nabokov, but the best one is that Stacy Schiff has written it. She is the rising star of literary biography: witty, lucid, penetrating, and humane.”

—JUDITH THURMAN




“Shy, perfectionist, polyglot, Véra Nabokov emerges as one of the great Russian literary wives, as crucial to her husband’s work as Anna Dostoevsky or Sonya Tolstoy. Stacy Schiff’s triumph is that she has put in all the tones and half-tones in this shaded portrait of the brilliant writer’s inspired and inspiring collaborator.”

—EDMUND WHITE




“If this one were only the story of an uncommon marriage, a marriage so profound as to renew the word’s meaning, it would be a book well worth reading—interesting, entertaining, smart, sad, and funny. So much the better that it is about the marriage of one of the century’s most original writers and the women who made it possible indeed, necessary, for him to become that person.”

—TRACY KIDDER




“I am truly in love with this book. Schiff’s sentences are magnificent, deceptively complex, full of insight and fact and distance and wry humor, so that every page is a kind of mini feast. Were I a reviewer I would be straining to find words to describe this book—unlike anything I’ve ever read—words that are not overused and thus devalued, words like ‘exquisite’ and ‘breathtaking,’ which are both appropriate and true. And the detail! It is extraordinary.”

—ANITA SHREVE
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INTRODUCTION




	INTERVIEWER:
	Could you say how important your wife has been as a collaborator in your work?



	NABOKOV:
	No, I could not.




—THE LISTENER, OCTOBER 23, 1969



This is the story of a woman, a man, and a marriage, a threesome that adds up any number of ways. For Véra and Vladimir Nabokov the arithmetic was simple: The elements amounted to a single entity. “There is only one real number: One,” argues a doubly fictional character at the center of Nabokov’s first English-language novel. Other writers came in pairs, recalls a long-term publisher, but none with the Nabokovs’ intensity. They were the ultimate portmanteau couple. “It was as close a marriage as I was ever present at,” remembers William Maxwell, speaking for countless others. Even her detractors held that Véra Nabokov participated in her husband’s work to an unprecedented degree. And that was in the Russian league, in which the competition is fierce.

The Nabokovs came—and went—as a couple. Most people never saw him without her. Not only were they inseparable but their sentences fused, on the page and in person. They shared a datebook. Their handwritings invade each other’s notebooks; he would begin from one end, she from the other. Three years into the marriage Vladimir apologized to his mother for writing her in pencil; Véra was in the next room correcting proofs, with what was presumably the couple’s only pen. Thirty-five years later Véra lodged the same complaint. She was writing in pencil because her pen always seemed to be in use somewhere. Only as she came to the end of her letter did her husband return it to her. They did the biographer no favors: They spent very little time apart. Why could they not be like Louise Colet and Flaubert, one hundred letters and only six visits in over a year and a half? The Nabokovs’ struck many as one of the great love stories.

Who was she? “She was just a wife,” remembered a publisher with whom she corresponded, on her husband’s behalf, for three decades. “She was the international champion in the Wife-of-Writer Competition, adding intelligence to the usual equation,” recalled a friend. “She was the Saint Sebastian of wives,” concluded another. Whoever she was, when it came to self-display she favored the negative comparison. She was not a Russian aristocrat. She was not her husband’s first fiancée. She was decidedly not—on this point she was emphatic—a lady driver. She was no Dark Lady of the Sonnets; she neither wrote the books nor starred in them. She appears in only one credited cameo in the fiction. Appropriately, she makes her entrance attempting to coax a black cat out of hiding. Lolita was always Dolores on the dotted line; Véra Nabokov was the dotted line, a walking ellipsis. “She was a Polish princess, wasn’t she?” asked a translator who worked with her closely. One publisher was under the impression that she was French. Several of her husband’s students knew her to be a German countess. A fair number of her correspondents got her patronymic wrong. Her husband’s chroniclers, working in her lifetime, had no choice but to write around her.

Nabokov thought he would be remembered for two works—his Eugene Onegin translation and Lolita—one of which Véra had suggested, the other of which she had salvaged. The two projects that meant the most to him in the later years were a Russian translation of Lolita and the revised edition of Speak, Memory. Véra collaborated on the first and contributed to the second. The original Nabokovian, she was a full creative partner in everything her husband did. She had a need to do something great with her life. And as he made clear from the start, Nabokov had a very great need of her. Lawyers, publishers, relatives, colleagues, friends, agreed on one point: “He would have been nowhere without her.” Her marriage put her in the spotlight; her nature made her drift toward the shadows. As did some of her responsibilities, which demanded silence. Nabokov spoke fondly of having composed in the car, “the only place in America with no noise and no draft.” Véra was the one who parked him there, under a tree, in the remote western outposts he so loved. And then obligingly disappeared from the picture.

To one person she remained always hugely visible. Nabokov was supremely conscious of her presence. He lit up around his wife; he played off of her. The two comported themselves as if they shared a secret. With visitors later in life they resembled nothing so much as two children plotting, in code, about how much they dared tell the adults. One Cornell colleague went so far as to use the “u” word: “He was the most uxorious man I have ever met.” Nabokov thought his wife discerning, wise, whimsical, and much else as well. In 1949 he registered his disapproval of the object of a student’s affection, whom he did not consider a raving beauty. But beauty isn’t everything, protested the Cornellian. “Mr. Keegan, Mr. Keegan, that’s just a conceit we carry on with. Beauty is everything,” Professor Nabokov assured him. An American admirer sought out the couple in Italy during the summer of 1967. They were walking down a mountain trail, butterfly nets in hand. Nabokov was jubilant. Earlier in the day, he had sighted a rare species, precisely the one he had been looking for. He had gone back for his wife of forty-two years. He wanted her to be with him when he made his capture.

His image was flattering, but so was the image he saw reflected back at him. One of the discarded titles within the works was “Portrait of the Artist in a Mirror”; in Nabokov’s case, the mirror was to be found in his wife’s brilliant blue eyes. The illusion stands prominently at the center of the highly refractive literature, as it does at the center of the marriage. Nabokov reveled in being a figment of Véra’s imagination, which is no wonder, given who she thought he was. When she met him she felt that he was the greatest writer of his generation; to that single truth she held strong for sixty-eight years, as if to compensate for all the loss and the turmoil, the accidents of history. She did all in her power to see to it that he existed not in time, only in art, thus sparing him the fate of so many of his characters, imprisoned by their various passions. The genius went into the work, not the life—something Véra Nabokov had to explain regularly to family members, whose letters to her husband were turned over to her to be answered. This resulted in understandable confusion about authorship, which grew worse over the years.

It has been said that the Nabokovs “refined their marriage to a work of art.” Both partners wrung an immense amount of creative mileage from it. In singular ways this was as true in Berlin in the 1920s as it was in upstate New York in the 1950s and Switzerland in the 1970s. After the advent of Lolita, the public Nabokov, the voice of Nabokov, was Véra’s. We are accustomed to husbands silencing wives, but here was a wife silencing, editing, speaking for, creating, her husband. In many ways, the distant, unapproachable, irreproachable “VN” was her construct. To begin to pry the couple apart is to see what lay beneath the monument, the figure in the carpet.

Véra Nabokov—she added the accent when she arrived in America, so that the name would be pronounced to rhyme with “dare ah”—was an eminent woman because she was married to an eminent man, more exactly a man whom she helped to achieve eminence. She is important for what she reveals about her husband. Which is a very great deal; the marriage was at the heart of his existence. It defined them both. It shaped his work. The keen-eyed Saul Steinberg may have put it best: “It would be difficult to write about Véra without mentioning Vladimir. But it would be impossible to write about Vladimir without mentioning Véra.” Hers was a life lived in the margins, but then—as Nabokov teaches us—sometimes the commentary is the story.

This volume is not one of literary criticism. From the earliest years to the final days, Véra Nabokov’s was a life steeped in literature, for which she had a supremely sensitive ear, a prodigious memory, and a near-religious appreciation. But she was not a writer. She was just a wife.
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The crudest curriculum vitae crows and flaps its wings in a style peculiar to the undersigner. I doubt whether you can even give your telephone number without giving something of yourself.

—NABOKOV, NIKOLAI GOGOL



1

[image: ]

Véra Nabokov neither wrote her memoirs nor considered doing so. Even at the end of her long life, she remained the world’s least likely candidate to set down the confessions of a white widowed female. (She did keep a diary of one girl’s fortunes, but the girl was Lolita.) When asked how she had met the man to whom she had been married for fifty-two years she begged the question, with varying degrees of geniality. “I don’t remember” was the stock response, a perfectly transparent statement coming from the woman who could recite volumes of her husband’s verse by heart. At another time she parried with: “Who are you, the KGB?” One of the few trusted scholars cornered her. Here is your husband’s account of the events of May 8, 1923; do you care to elaborate? “No,” shot back Mrs. Nabokov. In the biographer’s ears rang the sound of the portcullis crashing down. For all anyone knew shehad been born Mrs. Nabokov.

Which she had not. Vladimir Nabokov’s version, delivered more or less consistently, was that he had met the last of his fiancées in Germany.* “I met my wife, Véra Slonim, at one of the émigré charity balls in Berlin at which it was fashionable for Russian young ladies to sell punch, books, flowers, and toys,” he stated plainly. When a biographer noted as much, adding that Nabokov left shortly thereafter for the south of France, Mrs. Nabokov went to work in the margins. “All this is rot,” she offered by way of corrective. Of Nabokov’s 1923 trip to France another scholar observed: “While there he wrote once to a girl named Véra Slonim whom he had met at a charity ball before leaving.” Coolly Mrs. Nabokov announced that this single sentence bulged with three untruths, which she made no effort to identify.

In all likelihood the ball was a “ ‘reminiscence’… born many years later” on the part of Nabokov, who anointed May 8 as the day on which he had met his wife-to-be. A lavish dance was held in Berlin—one of those “organized by society ladies and attended by the German elite and numerous members of the diplomatic corps,” in Véra’s more glamorous description, and which both future Nabokovs were in the habit of attending—but on May 9. These balls took place with regular succession; Nabokov had met a previous fiancée at one such benefit.* Ultimately we are left to weigh his expert fumbling of dates against Véra’s equally expert denial of what may in truth very well have happened; the scale tips in neither direction. Between the husband’s burnishing of facts and the wife’s sweeping of those facts under the carpet, much is possible. “But without these fairy tales the world would not be real,” proclaimed Nabokov, who could not resist the later temptation to confide in a visiting publisher that he and Véra had met and fallen instantly in love when they were thirteen or fourteen and summering with their families in Switzerland. (He was writing Ada at the time of the confession.)
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However it happened, in the beginning were two people and a mask. Véra Slonim made a dramatic entrance into the life of Vladimir Nabokov late on a spring Berlin evening, on a bridge, over a chestnut-lined canal. Either to confuse her identity or to confirm it—it is possible the two had glimpsed each other at a ball earlier in the year, or that she had taken her cue from something he had published†—she wore a black satin mask. Nabokov would have been able to discern little more than a pair of wide, sparkling blue eyes, the “tender lips” about which he was soon to write, a mane of light, wavy hair. She was thin and fine-boned, with translucent skin and an entirely regal bearing. He may not even have known her name, though it is certain that she knew his. There is some evidence that Véra had been the one to initiate the meeting, as Nabokov later told his sister had been the case. He had by 1923 come to enjoy some recognition for his poetry, which he wrote under the name V. Sirin,* and which he published regularly in Rul (The Rudder), the leading Russian paper of the emigration. He had given a public reading as recently as a month earlier. Moreover he cut a dashing figure. “He was, as a young man, extremely beautiful” was the closest Véra Nabokov came to acknowledging as much.

Russian Berlin was a small town, small enough that she may also have known the young poet’s heart had been broken in January, when his fiancée had called off their engagement. Véra Nabokov rarely divulged personal details under anything less than duress. But if she had been the one to pursue Nabokov—as word in the émigré community had it later†—there was all the more reason for her silence. She did not remove the mask in the course of the initial conversation, either because she feared her looks would distract from her conversation (as has been suggested), or (as seems more consistent with female logic) because she feared they might not. There was little cause for alarm; she knew a surefire way of turning a writer’s head. She recited his verse for him. Her delivery was exquisite; Nabokov always marveled over a “certain unusual refinement” in her speech. The effect was instantaneous. As important to a man who believed in remembered futures and prophetic dreams, there was something oddly familiar about Véra Slonim. Asked in his seventies if he had known instantly that this woman represented his future, he replied, “I suppose one could say so,” and looked to his wife with a smile. There would have been a good deal familiar to her about him. “I know practically by heart every one of his poems from 1922 on,” she asserted much later. She had attended his readings; her earliest album of Sirin clippings opens with several pieces from 1921 and 1922, clippings which show no signs of having been pasted in after the fact. The disguise—it retroconsciously became “a dear, dear mask”—was evidently still in place when the two parted that evening, on the Hohenzollernplatz in Wilmersdorf. They could not have seen each other more than a few times before Nabokov’s departure for France, yet within weeks he had written her that a moth had flown into his ear, reminding him of her.

From France, where he went as a farmhand to recover from his broken engagement, Nabokov wrote two letters at the end of May. The first he dispatched on the twenty-fifth, to eighteen-year-old Svetlana Siewert, the former fiancée. He realized he should not be writing but—liberated by geography—permitted himself the luxury. He had clearly been reprimanded for his persistence before. While he had told friends he could never forgive Svetlana, he could not help himself; she would simply have to hear the tender things he had to say. He had spent months composing despondent verse, convinced that his life was over. Svetlana and her family, he claimed, were “linked in my memory to the greatest happiness I ever had or will have.” He remained stubbornly in love with her, saw her everywhere he looked. He had traveled through Dresden, Strasbourg, Lyon, and Nice, and felt no differently anywhere. He planned to continue on to North Africa, “and if I find someplace on the planet where neither you, nor your shadow can be found, then I will settle there forever.”

Two days later he wrote to Véra Slonim. She had already written him at least three times; he admitted that he had been coy and had awaited another letter before responding. He may have needed a little convincing: It is the only time in their correspondence he hesitates before setting pen to paper, and one of the few in which he has no need to chide her to write more often. Was he still too preoccupied with Svetlana? He does not sound so in his first letter to Véra:


I won’t hide it: I am so unused to the idea of people, well, understanding me—so unused to it that in the very first minutes of our meeting it seemed to me that this was a joke, a masquerade deception.… There are just some things that are difficult to talk about—one brushes off their wondrous pollen by touching them with words.… Yes, I need you, my fairy tale. For you are the only person I can talk to—about the hue of a cloud, about the singing of a thought, and about the fact that when I went out to work today and looked each sunflower in the face, they all smiled back at me with their seeds.



Suddenly Africa sounds less enticing. Forty-eight hours after telling Svetlana he will be changing continents, the young poet felt compelled to return to Berlin, in part for his mother’s sake, in part because of a secret, one “I desperately want to let out.”

How much did Véra know of Svetlana? Probably a good deal, directly or indirectly. Nabokov and Svetlana Siewert had been engaged since 1922, just after the March 28 assassination of Nabokov’s father at a Berlin political meeting.* Vladimir had been in love with Svetlana, one of the acknowledged beauties of the emigration, since she was sixteen. She had agreed to the engagement only after the murder, so distraught was her friend in the weeks following his father’s death: “He was a poet, and I, I was a child.” She had pitied him but did not truly love him. While her parents had been concerned about his liberal politics and his ability to support their daughter, they had welcomed him as a member of the family. After his graduation from Cambridge University in 1922 Nabokov summered with the well-off Siewerts in Germany; he spent every evening with them in Berlin. Many of his first published poems were dedicated to Svetlana. These she read with great pleasure. With very different emotions she read the diary he foisted upon her, in which he had described his previous love affairs. (In the neat summary of his biographer, Brian Boyd, Nabokov’s had been “a youth of energetic sexual adventure.”) Svetlana was so offended by his descriptions that she threw the journal across the room. Nabokov was an ardent man, which made her nervous. She took to calling him Tiger because of his abundant energy; she was a little afraid of him, put off by his intoxicated talk of passion. With relief, on January 9, 1923—weeks after her fiancé had published a volume of verse in part dedicated to her—Svetlana broke off the engagement. She cried; he cried; everyone cried. She assured him she could not provide him with what he needed. Her parents explained they worried that he could not provide her with what she needed; he would remember them with particular emnity.† The two removed the gold rings they had worn, which were melted down and incorporated into religious icons. The results of the breakup can be read in Nabokov’s poems of that winter, all of them recopied neatly into a notebook, by Véra.

She who had appeared disguised at the first meeting believed in full candor; it may have been one of her least winning characteristics. Many years later she allowed that it had taken her husband several months to get over Svetlana, although she also suggested that the matter had been settled before she entered the picture, which was not entirely true. Nabokov made no secret of his anguish in the poems he composed in mid-1923. “But sorrow not yet quite cried out / Perturbed our starry hour” qualifies as an open admission; he wondered if it was perhaps “romantic pity” that allowed her to understand his verse so well. By November he was writing transparently of renaissance, of the rebirth of his “rickety” soul. She knew precisely where she stood soon enough. On January 8, 1924, Nabokov would write Véra Slonim: “My happiness, you know tomorrow it will have been exactly one year since I left my fiancée. Do I have any regrets? No. That had to happen, so that I could meet you.”

From France Nabokov mailed his summer 1923 verse back to Berlin. On June 24 Véra Slonim would have opened her copy of Rul to a poem that struck familiar chords. There could be no doubt in her mind about the identity of the person to whom “The Encounter” was addressed: “And night flowed, and silent there floated / into its satin streams / that black mask’s wolf-like profile / and those tender lips of yours.” Aloud Nabokov wondered if the two of them were meant for each other. “I wander and strain to hear / the movement of the stars above our encounter / And what if you are to be my fate …” The verse spoke for itself but its epigraph was equally forthcoming. From Alexsandr Blok’s celebrated “The Stranger” Nabokov had borrowed half a line, the other half of which makes reference to an unknown woman’s “dark veil,” much-needed distraction to the poet, who has been left by the woman he loves. It was a discreet but all the same public seduction.

Much can be gleaned from reading Rul that spring and summer, when Véra Slonim wrote Sirin-Nabokov with regularity. An article about the memorial service for his father—one of the paper’s founding editors, and a pillar of the émigré community—had run in April, as had a piece by Nabokov’s uncle Konstantin, on the death of Sarah Bernhardt. In and among the ads for pawnshops, for the tailors who could transform military uniforms into evening wear, for magical weight-gaining powders, the ads reminding readers that Rul could be purchased even in Estonia and Japan,* were a series of Sirin chess problems, and finally a two-act play by Sirin, who spent the summer focusing on verse dramas. On June 6 Véra Slonim published her first translation, of a parable by the Bulgarian writer Nicholas Rainov, from a section of the Bogomil Legends called “The Book of Riddles.” Bulgarian is decipherable to a Russian speaker, and Véra had spent several weeks in Sofia, where she had picked up something of the language. Nabokov probably had no hand in placing the translations, although he was one of Rul’s favorite sons; through her family Véra was already acquainted with at least two of the paper’s editors. The pieces may have been done on assignment, given that she was already working as a paid translator. Whatever the case, she had a busy summer—four installments of the Rainov appeared in June—and a very different one from that of the young poet whose hands were worn from picking fruit in the south of France. It was courtship by literature in a number of ways. On Sunday, July 29, Véra Slonim’s first translation from the English appeared, a Russian version of Edgar Allan Poe’s “Silence,” a cryptic masterpiece of prose poetry. The Poe shared the page with a Sirin poem penned ten days earlier, in Toulon. “Song” is a plaintive tribute to Russia, to which its author remains convinced they will all one day return, a conviction it was just barely possible still to hold at the end of 1923. The lines of its first and last stanzas are deliberately, rather awkwardly, constructed around two syllables, the Russian word for faith, or “vera.”

Véra Slonim published three additional translations in 1923, one in July—she was away from Berlin on vacation in August—and two in September. The last was Poe’s “The Shadow,” another rhapsodic, biblically styled parable, and a companion piece to “Silence.” Financial necessity may have accounted for her prodigious translating that summer, the summer of the “witches’ sabbath” of inflation. The Rul subscription that had cost 100,000 marks a month in July was no longer available in September, when the weekly price had risen to 30 million marks; by early December, a single copy of the paper sold for 200 billion marks. By that time the Ullstein presses that had been turning out Rul were requisitioned to turn out money, nearly worthless by the time it was printed. The price of a streetcar ride from the Russian suburbs into the heart of Berlin had risen to the millions; in the three months between the time Véra Slonim and Vladimir Nabokov met and the time they were reunited, the cost of a ticket rose seven-hundred-fold. By the time the crisis began to be tamed, by the time the Reichsbank had again begun to print currency on both sides of the paper, Véra Slonim’s signature was no longer to be found in Rul. It would virtually disappear from the published page, save from the front matter of her husband’s books.
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Nearly a half million Russians had settled in Berlin over the previous three years, when the ruble went a long way and the city was cheaper for those fleeing the Revolution than any other. Its suburbs, where residence permits could be obtained easily, proved especially welcoming. There were émigré Russian everythings: Russian hairdressers, Russian grocers, Russian pawnshops, Russian antique stores, Russian foreign-exchange speculators, Russian orchestras. There were two Russian soccer teams. To some it seemed as if the Russians had taken over Berlin; these were not downtrodden, frightened refugees but a sophisticated, vibrant community of professionals and aristocrats. Rul was one of 150 Russian-language newspapers and journals; by 1923 Berlin outshone Petrograd and Moscow as the center of Russian book publishing. Eighty-six Russian publishing firms were founded in Berlin, one of them by Evsei Slonim, Véra’s father. He and a partner briefly opened a firm called Orbis. Véra worked in the office during the days, evidently in order to earn the money for horseback riding in the Tiergarten. All of this would change with the inflation; the next years of exile were to be substantially leaner. By 1924, the center of the Russian emigration would shift to Paris. But for a few more months Russian cultural life burned on brightly in Berlin, with a slate of readings and festive gatherings each evening.

With Nabokov’s return, the romance continued through the fall of 1923 on the sidewalks of Berlin, in the southwest suburbs of the city. In their meandering the two were hardly alone. The poet Nina Berberova, who had yet to meet either Véra or Vladimir, remembered that “all of us sleepless Russians wandered these streets until dawn.” The critic Vladislav Khodasevich, with whom Berberova lived for a decade, remembered a sea of “clinging couples like statues”; those lovers were to be frozen in every doorway in Nabokov’s Glory, in whispering mid-embrace. In October Nabokov’s sisters and younger brother moved with their mother to Prague, where she could claim a Czech government pension. Vladimir accompanied the family, whom he surprised with the precipitate announcement that he was returning to Berlin, for reasons that became clear only later. Véra helped him to retain a room at a boardinghouse; she lived with her family a fifteen-minute walk away. Their assignations—arranged by note or telephone—took place on street corners, near railway bridges, in the Grunewald. Nabokov’s winter poems are saturated in images of Véra, a slender shadow detaching itself from the velvety darkness, poised to explore the black magic of the Berlin streets. The world may have been falling apart around them, but the poetry is full of enchantment and rebirth, as eight months before it had been full of self-pity and despair. Nabokov was yet to coin the phrase, but there is everywhere proof that he had found in Véra a companion who could devise a harlequin: “Divining, you notice all / all night’s silhouetted games / I start to talk—you answer, / as if rounding off a line of verse.” Acutely aware that he was in the company of a translator, he felt impelled to choose his words with an invigorating exactitude. He sensed that with Véra one had to speak “amazingly.” He cursed the telephone, over which everything came out so wretchedly. He feared bruising her with an “inept endearment.” At once he seized upon something a later admirer was to describe thusly: “With her for a reader, the classics would reveal themselves like paintings liberated from layers of carelessly applied varnish.” He felt she spoke with enormous distinction. Never has any woman received so many tributes to her vowels.

It is clear that the two slipped quickly into a relationship; by November Nabokov was swearing that he loved as never before, with an infinite tenderness, that he regretted every minute of the past he had not shared with Véra. The ease with which the two fell together is clearer still if we allow ourselves a glimpse at the thematic shadows the Berlin nights cast on the fictions, which is a little like saying we shall now base our idea of female anatomy on the work of Picasso. This both was and was not the case; the image is more refraction than reflection. But the trails are there all the same. During a November separation Nabokov had written Véra: “You came into my life and not the way a casual visitor might (you know, ‘without removing one’s hat’) but as one enters a kingdom, where all the rivers have waited for your reflection, all the roads for your footfall.” A month later he returned to the same image:


Have you ever thought about how strangely, how easily our lives came together? And this is probably that God, bored up in heaven, experienced a passion he doesn’t often have. It’s as if in your soul there is a preprepared spot for every one of my thoughts. When Monte Cristo came to the Palace he had purchased, he saw on the table, among other things, a lacquered box, and he said to his major domo who had arrived earlier to set everything up, “My gloves should be here.” The latter beamed and opened this otherwise unexceptional lacquered box, and indeed: the gloves.



“In everything from fables there is a grain of truth,” he concluded, before asking her to telephone his old apartment very late at night, so as to be certain to disturb his ex-neighbors.

When the muckraking “biograffitist” comes along in the 1974 Look at the Harlequins! to ask how Vadim Vadimovich N. met the woman who turned his life around, our narrator shuts the door in his face—but not before referring him to See under Real, a novel written thirty-five years earlier, in English. See under Real’s actual and phonetic counterpart is The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, written thirty-five years earlier, in English. It is almost impossible to separate Véra from the fictional Clare in that novel, who “entered his life without knocking, as one might step into the wrong room because of its vague resemblance to one’s own. She stayed there forgetting the way out and quietly getting used to the strange creatures she found there and petted despite their amazing shapes.” From the original manuscript Nabokov had deleted a line, which followed the passage about how well Clare fitted into Sebastian’s life: “They became lovers in such a speedy manner that for anyone who did not know them, she might have passed for a fast girl or he for a vulgar seducer.” Events move with the same lightning speed in The Gift, for wholly nonfictional reasons: “Despite the complexity of her mind, a most convincing simplicity was natural to her, so that she could permit herself much that others would be unable to get away with, and the very speed of their coming together seemed to Fyodor completely natural in the sharp light of her directness.”

Between Véra and her fictional shadows there is plenty of room for distortion—“They’re all Picassos, not one is Dora Maar,” Dora Maar grumbled, dismissing nearly a decade of portraits—but Nabokov did indulge in a certain amount of autoplagiarism. His early letters to Véra sound familiar to readers of The Gift; his enchantment with her was precisely that of the preordained variety Fyodor feels for Zina, who had in turn been clipping the young poet’s work two years before she meets him. Nabokov perfectly summarized the correspondence in that novel:


What was it about her that fascinated him most of all? Her perfect understanding, the absolute pitch of her instinct for everything that he himself loved? In talking to her one could get along without any bridges, and he would barely have time to notice some amusing feature of the night before she would point it out. And not only was Zina cleverly and elegantly made to measure for him by a very painstaking fate, but both of them, forming a single shadow, were made to the measure of something not quite comprehensible, but wonderful and benevolent and continuously surrounding them.



In 1924 he had written Véra along very much the same lines, declaring: “You and I are entirely special; such wonders as we know, no one else knows, and nobody loves the way we love.” Despite her perfect understanding, Véra Nabokov was always quick to deny all resemblance between Zina and herself. She shares even that elusiveness with her fictional counterpart. When Fyodor suggests to Zina that their romance will be the very theme of his book, Zina—a character in someone else’s book to begin with—shudders. But then the result will be autobiographical!

The self-effacement predated the literature. In the last months that Nabokov lived with his mother in Berlin, Véra did not meet his family, as Svetlana had often done. When she telephoned and wrote to him in Prague in the fall and again over the winter she did so under an assumed name. When Nabokov’s sisters asked who was calling, Véra replied “Madame Bertrand.” Already Vladimir complained that she was not holding up her side of the correspondence; he kept expecting one of his sisters to dash in excitedly, bearing an envelope from “Madame Bertrand.” This masquerade continued until 1924. Why the deliberate camouflage? In part Véra seemed determined to tread with the silent but firm footfall Nabokov found so appealing, entering “as if gliding across glass,” “airborne and unexpected,” as he had it in two November 1923 poems. She had little aptitude for drama, for which—as she may have suspected—Nabokov’s two younger sisters had a more highly developed taste; Elena Nabokov Sikorski fondly recalled having listened in on her brother’s amorous conversations. (She understood even at the time that Madame Bertrand and Véra were one and the same.) Véra may have been aware too of a need for delicacy at Nabokov’s end. A Jewish name has a certain ring to aristocratic Russian ears, and while she would have known that Nabokov’s father had championed all sorts of unpopular causes—democracy and Jewish emancipation among them—she may have been unwilling to run any risks with his mother. To a German they appeared to be two attractive Russian émigrés of about the same age; to some Russian eyes the couple did not look so eminently well-matched. It is possible too that Véra kept her name to herself simply out of what would later be revealed to be a hypertrophied sense of discretion.

And the mask? With its whirl of charity balls, Russian Berlin was full of masks. Nabokov’s literature is a veritable carnival of them, in which—cleverly and infuriatingly—the crucial piece of information is often disguised, a ruse Nabokov much admired in Gogol. “Is ‘mask’ the keyword?” asks Humbert in Lolita. Certainly it matters more than the charity ball, or who pursued whom. Even before she met him, Véra Slonim knew her man, counted on his being able to recognize the “delight in the semitranslucent mystery.” She sensed—was it something he had written, or something she had heard said of him?—that he would agree that “a little obscurity here throws in relief the clarity of the rest.” And she knew how to hide behind her words, which became something of a family specialty. Certainly the veils did nothing to detract from her allure as far as her husband-to-be was concerned. In his most personal apotheosis of a mask, Nabokov wrote Véra a year after their 1925 marriage: “My sweet, today I sense especially vividly that since that very day when you came to me in the mask that I have been unbelievably happy, that the golden age of my soul has begun.” He referred to his own use of disguises as “the little silk mask of an additional pen name.” Conversely, there were plenty of reasons why at twenty-one, in Berlin, Véra Slonim would be exquisitely attuned to the risk of exposing herself, above and beyond her taste in gnomic prose poems. One scrap of evidence suggests that she generally fostered a taste for camouflage, a happy weakness for a translator to have. In a 1924 letter Nabokov had asked her to describe what she was wearing. He was pleased by her response; he could picture her perfectly, so well that he was impatient to remove several items. Furthermore she had included an unnecessary accessory in her description. “But you really wouldn’t dare wear a mask,” chided Nabokov, when the two had known each other for precisely eight months. “You are my mask.”
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Véra Evseevna Slonim—to return to Mrs. Nabokov her given name—was born in St. Petersburg on January 5, 1902. She was the second of what were to be three Slonim daughters; her birth followed by eighteen months that of her sister Helene, called Lena. Rabbinical records indicate that her parents had married on April 16, 1899. It was a second marriage for Véra’s father and late for the bride as well: He was thirty-four, she was twenty-six. Both were from the Mogilev area, in the Byelorussian Pale of Settlement, about four hundred miles from Petersburg but by all other measures several universes away. Byelorussia had the highest concentration of Jewish residents anywhere in the Empire; Mogilev was a city of forty thousand people, over half of whom were Jewish. A thriving, Europeanized, industrial center of a million inhabitants, Petersburg was the cultural and economic capital of Russia.

Véra’s father, Evsei Lazarevich Slonim, had been born on January 30, 1865, in the predominately Jewish village of Shklov, outside of Mogilev. His father, Lazar Zalmanovich, was a member of the petty bourgeoisie, a lowranking tier on Russia’s all-important social hierarchy. Neither he nor the family’s friends were wealthy, though Véra’s grandfather did briefly prosper, long enough to ascend for several years to the Mogilev Merchantry and to see that his son attend university. Evsei Lazarevich Slonim completed his gymnasium studies with honors in 1884. He was nearly two years older than his classmates, not entirely unusual given the stringent admission standards for Jewish children, for whom Russian was not a native language. In the fall of 1884 he matriculated as a law student at St. Petersburg University, thereby circumventing his military service, scheduled for the following year.

Slonim passed his law exams brilliantly—he figured in the top 15 percent of his class—in May 1890. He was no prodigy in completing the mandatory dissertation, but also worked throughout the eighteen months in which he prepared the paper, as other classmates did not. After four years as a barrister’s assistant he moved on, for what under the best of circumstances may have been financial reasons. The system did not favor apprentice lawyers, who were paid irregularly and poorly; nearly half supplemented their income with outside work or with family monies. At the time of his marriage, in 1899, Evsei Slonim left the law for the tile business. Over the next years he changed profession repeatedly, prospering with each move; generally these were years of unprecedented economic growth in Russia. Of Slava Borisovna Feigin, Véra’s mother, born in Mogilev on August 26, 1872, we know virtually nothing. Her family—which would play a crucial role in the Nabokovs’ lives—were merchants in the city of Minsk, most likely in the grain business, of more modest means than the Slonims. The Feigins were less assimilated, or at least more often had recourse to Yiddish, otherwise absent from Véra Slonim’s childhood, although it had been both parents’ first language. In photos Slava Borisovna appears less often than her husband, who is always impeccably dressed, whose light-gray eyes sparkle, and who carries himself with distinction. She was a large woman with a wide jaw, dark-haired and dark-skinned, less the obvious beauty than her three daughters would be. In the rare portraits Véra Nabokov drew of her early years, the mother is nowhere to be found.*

At the time of Véra Evseevna’s birth the Slonims made their home on Bassejnaya Street, in a predominately Jewish Petersburg neighborhood. The habit of nomadism was instilled early: They moved three times over the next years before settling at Furstadtskaya 9, probably just before the birth of Véra’s younger sister, Sonia, in November 1908. Four blocks from the Neva, the Furstadtskaya apartment was easily the family’s most impressive address, and their last before the Revolution. Next door to the handsome building is Saint Ann’s Lutheran Church, a little green-and-white-columned Palladian gem; it was from the church that the Slonims rented their second-floor apartment, although by that time Evsei Lazarevich was the owner of a four-story building, in a less desirable part of town. Catherine the Great’s Tauride Palace, the Duma’s meeting place, stands at the end of the street; on Véra Evseevna’s sixteenth birthday the Constituent Assembly would meet there for the first and last time. An eighteenth-century garden—a beautifully landscaped field of rolling hills and winding paths—surrounded the structure. In winter a high wooden tower was constructed in the garden and flooded with buckets of water, for tobogganers; as a child Véra flew down the silvery slopes in the Tavrichesky Gardens on an upholstered sled. Some of the most prominent members of the Jewish community lived in the neighborhood, populated mostly by professionals.*

Nabokov reminds us of the obligation of all literary biographers to establish at the outset that “the little boy was a glutton for books.” So were some little girls, nowhere more so than in cultured, logocentric Petersburg, in a country in which one dueled over literature. Véra Evseevna remembered having read a newspaper at the age of three. At the time the newspaper was probably not what a Jewish three-year-old ought best to have been reading, filled as it was with news of the 1905 pogroms, pogroms that brought to the Jewish community a fear it had not known since the Middle Ages. She could remember a poem for life after two readings, a talent that would serve her well in her chosen occupation, though not an unusual one for a Petersburger, nearly every one of whom could cite his share of Pushkin. She admitted she had been a highly precocious child, perhaps as much so as her highly precocious husband; she recalled moments from her first year of life. Mostly it is telling that she felt that the child had had gifts the mature woman did not share. It was as if she were speaking of someone else; she was always better able to applaud the talents of others.

For the most part she was educated at home with her sister Lena, although it is unclear if this was done because her health demanded it, because her parents found it fashionable (or convenient, with two girls of nearly the same age), or because she was Jewish and, like many Jewish young men, she was instructed at home and sent to school only to submit to the annual exams. Russia was in any event a country in which, well in advance of the rest of Europe, girls were educated, none more so than three daughters of a successful Petersburg lawyer, in particular one without a son on whom to settle the mantle of intellectual heir. Nina Berberova, born a few months before Véra Slonim and a few blocks from Vladimir Nabokov, early on wrote down for herself a list of professions, “completely disregarding the fact that I was not a boy.” Like Véra, she was capable of discussing the relative merits of the Social Democrats versus the Social Revolutionaries long before she was old enough to cast a vote. Young women routinely went to law school; half the medical faculty in prerevolutionary times were women, as were a quarter of economics students. Oddly, even when the anti-Semitic decrees had made legal careers inaccessible to Jews, government schools for girls remained open to Jewish girls.

The tradition of educating upper-class women dated back to the nineteenth century, and the upper classes still being infected by the Francophilia of those years, the language in which girls were educated was French. It was a prerequisite at the Princess Obolensky Academy, which Véra and Lena Slonim attended, sporadically, between 1912 and 1917. The school was not necessarily the most elite of the private schools for girls in Petersburg, but it was one of the most expensive. Petersburg was a cosmopolitan city—its wealthy inhabitants subscribed to the London Times and to the Saturday Evening Post—and German was also taught at the Obolensky, although Véra Evseevna felt she mastered the language mostly in Berlin. For the time and place the Slonim girls were perfectly normal quadrilingual children. At home French was their first language (Véra’s was accentless); from her eleventh year, English was the language of play; Russian essentially qualified as a third tongue. When Lena and Sonia Slonim left Petersburg they claimed to be fluent in five languages. Véra’s fourth was German and she does not appear to have had a fifth, unless, as has been suggested, it was telepathy.

Our only glimpse of Véra Slonim’s academic record is her Obolensky report from the end of her sixth form, the equivalent of an advanced placement year. She submitted to the examinations in the spring of 1917, which supports her assertion that she had begun her studies uncommonly early. At least three years younger than her classmates, she entered school only after special permission had been obtained from the Ministry of Education. She was fifteen, and at the time reading the Russian edition of William James’s The Principles of Psychology. Her strengths were more in languages and mathematics than in the sciences, and she excelled—her grade here surpassed even those in French and German—at algebra. Her passion for engineering and all things mechanical may already have been born at the time.

At home the girls, at least the older girls, were entrusted to a governess. Véra Slonim remembered having asked when she would be free of her chaperone and having received the disappointing response “When you are married.” Years later Lena Slonim would tell Véra how shocked she was by her own son’s independence after the close surveillance of their Russian childhoods. Most of their time was spent in the company of those hired to teach them; a whole corps of people was recruited for instruction in ballet, piano, and tennis, and to see to it that the girls were properly steeped in the classics. Dickens, Byron, Tolstoy, Maupassant, and the English poets constituted a large part of the fare. Tutors, like all help, were easy to find and could be had for abysmally low wages; even the relatively poor in Petersburg could afford to keep servants. Véra’s time with her parents was limited to Fridays, when the family came together in the evenings, presumably out of a religious instinct if not for a traditionally observant Sabbath. The household was not a hugely social one, although the Slonims did vacation with relatives. In the summer, when Petersburg is hot and fetid and unlivable, the family decamped, as did everyone who could afford to; large portions of the city were deserted through the silver-skied months. The Slonims shared the Russian taste for Finland, just over the border from Petersburg; the summer resorts of which were packed with Russians. Véra passed her childhood summers on the sand and the little wooden walkways at Terioki, where games were organized for the children; on the exquisite beaches along the Bothnian coast; and at least once in Territet, Switzerland, a few miles from the Montreux Palace Hotel, where her sixty-two years of nomadism would at last come to an end.* From this or another Swiss trip she returned to Petersburg in 1914, the blinds of the railway car drawn along the way, although they were some distance from the front. Photos reveal an intent, ravishing blonde, with her paternal grandmother’s and her father’s light eyes, otherwise a fair version of her darker, round-faced older sister, who appears more willing to smile for the camera. The two are perfectly groomed and impeccably dressed, often in identical outfits. As a relative later reminded Véra, hers was a luxurious childhood, though this was not a matter on which the Slonim girls were invited to dwell. Evsei Lazarevich raised his daughters to understand that while they should never think it a disadvantage to belong to a good family, they should never assume it to be an advantage either.

Much has been said of the unreality of St. Petersburg, a splendid stage set of a city built on a swamp in the world’s most inhospitable climate. Its colors are Scandinavian. Its buildings are plagiarized from Venice and Amsterdam by architects born in Italy, France, and Scotland. Its pink granite embankments were originally Finnish. Its aspirations were highly un-Russian, something not lost on the rest of the Empire, to which it scarcely seemed to belong; its paper mills and shipyards and steelworks were British-, Dutch-, and German-owned. This Venice-inspired mirage would grow wildly, from a population of 1.5 million in the year of Véra Evseevna’s birth to 2.5 million in 1917. On all levels, a city of Petersburg’s stature at Petersburg’s latitude—that of southern Alaska—represented a triumph of reason over realism. Its impressive statuary waited out the blizzards under makeshift wooden pyramids; its residents braced themselves for floods every autumn; spring announced itself with the crash of massive blocks of ice breaking up on the Neva. (For Véra Evseevna, the scratch-scratch, rasp-rasp of the servants sweeping snow from the roofs registered as a particularly festive sound; it signaled that the thaw was near.) In the dead of winter, when the ice storms raged, it could be dark for as many as nineteen hours a day. The only city where the wind blows from four directions, as Gogol had it, Petersburg was at the same time a capital that was meant to appear imposing, while behind its gorgeous Palladian façades all was decidedly more precarious. Even the stones themselves were counterfeit: There is no quarry remotely near Petersburg, much of which was constructed of plaster over brick, beautifully doctored to appear majestic, permanent. Small wonder Petersburgers clung to those certainties they could. “One cannon shot was heard at exactly 12 o’clock,” remembered Véra Nabokov, “and all of Petersburg adjusted their watches.”

For Véra’s family little was as reassuringly certain as that midday explosion. The Slonims were Jewish at a time and in a place where their last name colored their every move. The words “Russian” and “Jew” had come together only in about the middle of the nineteenth century, at the time of Véra Evseevna’s grandparents, and hung together uneasily, more awkwardly even than did “liberal aristocrat” for Nabokov’s father. In one historian’s phrasing, the words “Russian Jew” still constituted “less a description than an aspiration.” Only in 1861 was a Jew with a university degree officially awarded the right to live outside of the Pale of Settlement; eighteen years later that right was reluctantly extended to Jewish graduates of all institutions of higher learning. At that time most St. Petersburg Jews were still unable to read Russian. In Jewish families living in the most elite Petersburg neighborhoods at the turn of the century—and the Slonims were not yet doing so—about half still spoke Yiddish at home. A tiny and wary minority, they both felt and were made to feel alien. The risk of expulsion followed them everywhere. Jews of the Pale were dismissed as Jews of the provinces, but even Petersburg Jews, even an assimilated family like the Slonims in their native country, were said to belong to a “colony.”*

And that colony was engaged, between the judicial reforms of the 1860s and the Revolution, in what must have seemed like a colossal, rigged game of Simon Says. A few rights were granted the Jews; it was understood that every right not expressly granted was denied. The Jewish statutes of 1914 ran to nearly a thousand pages, all of them ripe with complications and contradictions. Even someone who had read them all could remain in doubt as to what exactly was permitted and what was not. This left one in a constant state of possible infraction. Furthermore, the rules were subject to change at any time. The Jews could be expelled from the city one minute, invited to stay the next. A Jewish law graduate could practice diligently as an apprentice, or he might be pressured to leave the city, as without having passed the bar he had no right to residency. If he asked to submit to his law boards so as to secure his right to residency, he might be told there were no vacancies in the Jewish quota for testing. And if he was lucky enough to find a place despite the odds, he might, after passing the bar, learn he could not practice in Petersburg as a new percent rule had recently taken effect. A Jew could serve on a jury, but not as a foreman. A Jew could play in a military band but not lead one. A Jewish soldier could pass through Petersburg on leave but was required to spend his furlough outside of the city. There were quotas for how many Jews could be admitted to hospitals. Jews could die, but only in specified numbers. It was a source of outrage that—in flagrant disregard for the law—Jews continued to compete for cemetery space in quota-defying numbers. For the right to reside in Petersburg countless professionals registered as domestic servants, including the greatest historian of Russian Jewry, several renowned artists, and one future president of Israel. The case that most seized the public imagination was that of a young woman who registered as a prostitute in order to attend university; she was expelled when it was discovered that she was not practicing her trade. Nor were the city’s most privileged Jews unaffected by these restrictions. When the “Railroad King” Simon Poliakov donated a dormitory to St. Petersburg University, Jews were specifically barred from living in it.

Through these mine-infested waters Evsei Lazarevich cut a careful if confident path. His career was marked on all sides by the on-again, off-again game of acculturation: When he had come to Petersburg—and he appears to have been the first in his family to have done so—his name was Gamshey Leizerovich.* Under that name he earned his legal degree, which secured his right to settle in Petersburg. Each semester he secured residency papers, renewed with each return from a visit to Mogilev, and extended when necessary. He was part of a huge wave of Jewish law students that greatly alarmed the State; by 1890 nearly half the Empire’s apprentice lawyers were Jewish. The release of these statistics set off a furor. Within a matter of years it was next to impossible to do what Evsei Lazarevich had dreamed of doing in 1884. Between 1889 and 1896 no Jews were admitted to the bar anywhere in the Empire. Over the next eight years—when Evsei Lazarevich would himself have relinquished the idea of sitting for his law boards—only fifteen Jewish candidates were approved. Jewish lawyers represented a particular embarrassment to the State because they were able to argue against the laws that had been promulgated to keep them in their places.

And this was, in part, what Evsei Lazarevich spent the next years doing. His actual legal career was short-lived: He worked as an apprentice for the four years following his graduation, for two Jewish barristers, the second of whom had an established practice and appears to have arranged for his lodging. Almost certainly because of the new restrictions—this was the year he should have passed the bar—he moved house and changed professions; the year of his marriage found him working for a large tile business, evidently owned by the Jewish family of a law school classmate. Possibly with the help of his wife’s dowry, he opened a kitchen tile company in 1900, which he ran for several years. The business entitled him to a trade certificate but did not automatically confer on him the rights of a merchant of the second guild. Whatever he did immediately afterward proved profitable, as he was able to buy a building in 1907 and to obtain his first telephone number. Other members of the family joined him in the capital: a brother, Iser Lazarevich, practiced dentistry and lived with his family in Slonim’s building, into which a cousin, an engineer, moved a few years later. An older brother, David Lazarevich, appears to have moved to Petersburg with or just before Evsei Lazarevich, but not to have stayed in the city. An uncle enjoyed some prominence in business circles.

Véra Nabokov remembered her father as a lumber merchant. He was “a born pioneer in the truest sense, having taught himself forestry and priding himself on never allowing a tree to be felled without having one planted in replacement. He also built a little railway, a kind of feeder line, on one of the estates to bring timber close to the bank of Zapadnaya Dvina, down which river it was floated to Riga, tied up into enormous rafts by skilled peasants.” At least after 1909, he did so in conjunction with a Dutchman named Leo Peltenburg, a man who became a
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