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Thesis Summary

This dissertation will explore the ludic ontology of various English novels written by
Russian émigré writer Vladimir Nabokov. In this dissertation, the term “game” not only refers to
specific games, such as chess and cards, that appear in his works; it also refers to a metaphorical
use of the word (e.g., “life is like a game”). In some of Nabokov’s works, specific games such as
chess or card games are used to represent a larger system both within and without the text. One may
think that he just plays with language, frequently enjoying anagrams and parodies. However, his
linguistic “game” is much more serious. In reality, he had to establish his game to maintain his
position, and he managed to survive by playing someone else’s game. Although ludic elements are
more or less part of the nature of any literary works, this perspective has been frequently
overlooked or neglected in literary studies, perhaps because it may appear overly trivial, casual, or
frivolous compared to sociopolitical elements in literature. By examining Nabokov’s ludic writing,
this dissertation aims to shed light on the notion that to construct a fictional world is to play a game
in diverse ways.

Nabokov’s game does not constitute an autotelic, self-indulgent form of game-playing, even
if it appears so at first glance. Rather, it is the art of “making do.” Through insurmountable
historical events, such as the Russian Revolution and World War II, Nabokov was compelled to
start anew as an English writer in the United States. For him, fiction is the only realm in which he
can gain autonomy and subjectivity and exercise his own will and power as the sole creator of his
personal world. His game is what Michell De Certeau calls a “tactic” to come to terms with his
sense of being powerless in a larger system such as history, society, or politics, by cunningly
reveling in the other’s system and not entirely escaping from or devastating it. Writing cannot avoid
following the rules of what Ludwig Wittgenstein calls the “language-game,” using an existing
grammatical framework and lexicon, without which a language game will not make sense
whatsoever. Every single text is inevitably at least partly an aggregation of quotations of what has
already been written. Nabokov appears to be more cognizant of this than other writers, especially
because of the transition of language and assimilation to the U.S. literary circle. This has resulted in
attempts to create Richard Rorty’s “final vocabulary,” a language of one’s own best that does not
deny predecessors but repeatedly redescribes itself to seek a personal and private voice. It is quite

difficult to thoroughly dismiss the anxiety of the influence of the accumulated lexicon in the
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language game that has been created before, but writers strive to construct their own language game
by constantly registering their own vocabulary, even while they harbor the fear of merely utilizing
clichés. Nabokov could not be more aware of this condition within the language game that was
clearly not his own or that he was not familiar with at all. However, in it, he strives to find and
create his own voice. In this sense, Nabokov’s game is also a desperate linguistic struggle to prove

the possession of an artistic realm where he can be a monarch of his own game.
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