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Strangers Shipwrecked in a Strange Language  
Nabokov’s Mademoiselle O and Pnin  

Julie Hansen 
Uppsala University 

julie.hansen@moderna.uu.se 

Abstract:  This article compares Vladimir Nabokov’s portrait of his childhood 
Swiss French governess, called Mademoiselle O, in his memoir Speak, Memory 
with his fictional depiction of the eponymous Russian émigré protagonist of the 
novel Pnin. The analysis focuses on Nabokov’s treatment of the themes of memory 
and language. Although these works differ in genre and length, I show similarities 
in Nabokov’s characterizations of these two expatriates, as well as in his depiction 
of how they relate to their new cultural and linguistic environments. Mademoi-
selle  O and Pnin both experience and embody a sense of displacement geograph-
ically, culturally, and linguistically. This is expressed through their nostalgia, 
physical awkwardness, and imperfect communication in their respective adopted 
languages (Russian for Mademoiselle O, English for Pnin). The character of Pnin 
can thus be viewed as a later development of that of Mademoiselle O, transplanted 
from Europe to the New World, yet exhibiting some of the same qualities in re-
sponse to life in exile. 

Keywords:  Nabokov, Mademoiselle O, Pnin, memory, exile, bilingual 

No one has felt more passion than Nabokov for 
the radiance of a personal past, and no one has 
recollected the past with more precision.  

Brian Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov: 
The American Years (Boyd 1991), p.149 

0. Introduction 
MADEMOISELLE  O and Professor Pnin number among Vladimir 
Nabokov’s many literary characters who are expatriates. Nabokov’s auto -
biographical portrait of his Swiss French governess, called Mademoiselle O, 
recounts how she lived with his family for several years in pre-revolutionary 
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Russia. The eponymous protagonist of the novel Pnin (1957) teaches Russian 
to American college students in the 1950s, having fled revolution and war 
and emigrated to the United States. These literary portraits in different gen-
res – one a memoir, the other fiction – depict experiences of displacement 
from native lands (Switzerland and Russia, respectively) and native tongues 
(French and Russian).  

Outwardly there is little resemblance between Nabokov’s French nanny 
and the fictional Russian professor. Corpulent Mademoiselle O is as round, 
we are told, as her initial ‘O’1, while Timofey Pnin’s physique 

began rather impressively with that great brown dome of his, tortoise-
shell glasses (masking an infantile absence of eyebrows), apish upper 
lip, thick neck, and strong-man torso in a tightish tweed coat, but 
ended, somewhat disappointingly, in a pair of spindly legs […] and 
frail-looking, almost feminine feet (Nabokov 1996, 301). 

Nor is there any intellectual kinship, judging by their literary tastes: Pnin 
reads classics of Russian literature, while Mademoiselle prefers the didactic 
French novelist Paul Bourget (now largely forgotten, as Nabokov predicts in 
Speak, Memory : ‘Not one word of his will survive him’) (Nabokov 1989, 110). 

Yet there is a comic element that unites these portraits. As Lara Delage-
Toriel (2017, 212) observes, Mademoiselle O is 

depicted as a tableau vivant, a living picture, but perhaps even more 
accurately a living caricature, since she is quite obviously represented 
as a figure of fun, in a manner announcing Pnin’s own initial portrayal 
in the hands of the eponymous novel’s devious narrator. 

1 The first English version of ‘Mademoiselle O’ contains a passage (omitted in later ver-
sions) full of puns that elaborates on this ‘O’: 

This ‘O’ oddly enough is by no means the abbreviation of something beginning with 
an ‘O.’ It is not the initial of Olivier or Oudinet, but actually the thing itself: a round 
and naked name which seems about to collapse without a full stop to support it; 
a loose wheel of a name rolling downhill, hesitating, wobbling; a toothless yawn; a 
melon; an egg; a lake. What lake? The lake near which she had spent most of her 
life, for she was born in Switzerland, of wholly French parents, as she proudly would 
add. But this did not improve matters. Very soon, as soon as she had rashly im-
parted to us the power of speaking her language, looping the loop of her name 
became the means of enraging her beyond measure. We squeezed every drop out 
of that vulnerable vowel; we inflated it till our cheeks all but cracked; we punned 
it, we punted it; we bounced it like a ball that leaves planet-like spots on the ceiling; 
we imagine Mademoiselle’s father arriving in some watering place and people ex-
claiming ‘Oh! O au’eaux!’ (Nabokov 1943, 66 f.). 



The present essay seeks to explore this correspondence between Mademoi-
selle O and Pnin, suggesting that it extends beyond caricature. This com-
parison toys with the idea that Nabokov may have  endowed Timofey Pnin 
with certain of Mademoiselle’s characteristics.2 I will focus in particular on 
the theme of nostalgic memory and the depiction of the characters’ rela-
tionships to language. 

There are five different versions of Nabokov’s portrait of Mademoiselle O, 
the earliest of which is in French, published in the journal Mesures on 15 
April 1936. The first English version, which was a translation from the 
French, appeared in the January 1943 issue of The Atlantic Monthly.3 
Nabokov subsequently revised and included it as Chapter 5 in his memoir 
Conclusive Evidence, published in 1951. This was translated and included in 
the Russian version of his memoir, Drugie berega, in 1954. A further revised 
English version appears as Chapter 5 of Speak, Memory: An Autobiography 
Revisited from 1967. Among the three English versions, a general tendency 
of expansion can be observed. Although certain sentences, phrases, and 
words were omitted over the course of revision, the overall length of the text 
increased due to shorter additions to the text.4 For this reason, I will focus 
primarily on the third English version of Nabokov’s reminiscence of Made-
moiselle O, found in Chapter 5 of Speak, Memory, but also touch on, where 
relevant to the analysis, divergent passages from the versions published in 
The Atlantic Monthly and Conclusive Evidence.5 

After moving to the United States in 1940, Nabokov began writing in 
English, making his anglophone debut in 1941 with The Real Life of Sebast-
ian Knight. Between Conclusive Evidence (1951) and Speak, Memory (1967), 
he published the novels Lolita (1955), Pnin (1957), and Pale Fire (1962). Pnin 
(1957) was thus the fourth novel Nabokov wrote in English. 

2 See Galya Diment’s Pniniad: Vladimir Nabokov and Marc Szeftel for evidence that Pnin 
was based on a real-life teacher of Russian, Marc Szeftel.

3 This translation was made by Nabokov himself together with Hilda Ward (Boyd 1991, 
17 ). It was also published as a short story in the collection Nine Stories (1947).

4 Jane Grayson notes: ‘The general development from the original French version is 
towards the replacement of the discursive, the descriptive, the anecdotal by the con-
cise, the tightly structured. The sequence of events is preserved in broad outline, but 
successive versions bring many deletions and rearrangements of material’ (Grayson 
1977, 147). For a detailed comparison of the various versions, see ib., 147–57.

5 For the publication history of the French version, see Rivers 2000.
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1. The theme of memory 
Mademoiselle and Pnin hold memories of the same, pre-revolutionary pe-
riod in Russia. Mademoiselle arrives at the Nabokov household in December 
1905 (Nabokov 1989, 95), when Nabokov is six years old, and she remains 
with the family for seven years (ib., 112). In the opening paragraph of Chap-
ter 5 of Speak, Memory, Nabokov declares a memoiristic aim in depicting 
his governess that is in keeping with the overall theme of the book: 

I have often noticed that after I had bestowed on the characters of my 
novels some treasured item of my past, it would pine away in the arti-
ficial world where I had so abruptly placed it. Although it lingered on 
in my mind, its personal warmth, its retrospective appeal had gone and, 
presently, it became more closely identified with my novel than with 
my former self, where it had seemed to be so safe from the intrusion 
of the artist. Houses have crumbled in my memory as soundlessly as 
they did in the mute films of yore, and the portrait of my old French 
governess, whom I once lent to a boy in one of my books, is fading fast, 
now that it is engulfed in the description of a childhood entirely unre-
lated to my own. The man in me revolts against the fictionist, and here 
is my desperate attempt to save what is left of poor Mademoiselle. 
(ib., 95)6 

The theme of memory is also central to Nabokov’s fictional portrait of 
Pnin.7 From the vantage point of postwar America, Pnin recalls his child-
hood and youth in Russia in two separate memory passages. In Chapter 1, 
eleven-year-old Timofey lies in bed with a fever. This memory is introduced 
in the following manner: ‘And suddenly Pnin […] found himself sliding 
back into his own childhood. This sensation had the sharpness of retrospec-
tive detail that is said to be the dramatic privilege of drowning individuals’ 
(Nabokov 1996, 311). In Chapter 5, Pnin visits friends at their New England 
country house, called The Pines. Pnin is not the only expatriate among the 
guests:  

Émigré Russians – liberals and intellectuals who had left Russia around 
1920 – could be found swarming all over the place. You would find 
them in every patch of speckled shade, sitting on rustic benches and 

6 This passage is identical in Conclusive Evidence and Speak, Memory. The earlier version 
in The Atlantic Monthly differs only slightly from it.

7 For another, comparative examination of this theme, see my article ‘The Pleasure of 
Translingual Punning: Homage to Nabokov in Olga Grushin’s The Dream Life of Sukha-
nov ’.



discussing émigré writers – Bunin, Aldanov, Sirin; lying suspended in 
hammocks, with the Sunday issue of a Russian-language newspaper 
over their faces in traditional defense against flies; sipping tea with jam 
on the veranda; walking in the woods and wondering about the edi-
bility of local toadstools. (ib., 381)8 

One of the guests, Roza Shpolyanski, points out to Pnin that they had 
mutual friends before the 1917 revolution. When Pnin does not recognize 
her, Madam Shpolyanski explains the connection by mentioning her cousins, 
Grisha and Mira Belochkin. Mira was Pnin’s first love, and her name calls 
up in his memory a pre-revolutionary summer, when their families vaca-
tioned in the same Baltic resort: 

Timofey Pnin was again the clumsy, shy, obstinate, eighteen-year-old 
boy, waiting in the dark for Mira – and despite the fact that logical 
thought put electric bulbs into the kerosene lamps and reshuffled the 
people, turning them into aging émigrés and securely, hopelessly, for-
ever wire-netting the lighted porch, my poor Pnin, with hallucinatory 
sharpness, imagined Mira slipping out of there into the garden and 
coming toward him among tall tobacco flowers whose dull white min-
gled in the dark with that of her frock. (ib., 393)  

Memories of a country house veranda are related in both Speak, Memory 
and Pnin. The former recounts how Mademoiselle would read to the chil-
dren ‘on the veranda where the mats and plaited chairs develop a spicy, bis-
cuity smell in the heat. On the white window ledges, on the long window 
seats covered with faded calico, the sun breaks into geometrical gems after 
passing through rhomboids and squares of stained glass. This is the time 
when Mademoiselle is at her very best’ (Nabokov 1989, 105). 

This passage, which contains the most positive description of Mademoi-
selle to be found in any of the versions, continues in the following way: 

What a number of volumes she read through to us on that veranda! 
Her slender voice sped on and on, never weakening, without the slight-
est hitch or hesitation, an admirable reading machine wholly inde-
pendent of her sick bronchial tubes. We got it all: Le Malheurs de Sophie, 
Le Tour du Monde en Quatre Vingts Jours, Le Petit Chose, Les Misérables, 

8 This passage contains one of two allusions in this chapter to Nabokov himself, Sirin 
being Nabokov’s pen name. The other allusion comes in the remark, made by Pnin’s 
friend Chateau, at the sight of butterflies, ‘Pity Vladimir Vladimirovich is not here […] 
He would have told us all about these enchanting insects’ (Nabokov 1996, 389). 

257

Strangers Shipwrecked in a Strange Language



258

Julie Hansen

Le Comte de Monte Cristo, many others. There she sat, distilling her 
reading voice from the still prison of her person. (ib., 105) 

The narrator goes on to describe in detail the optical effects created by 
‘the harlequin pattern of colored panes inset in a whitewashed framework 
on either side of the veranda’: 

The garden when viewed through these magic glasses grew strangely 
still and aloof. If one looked through blue glass, the sand turned to cin-
ders while inky trees swam in a tropical sky. The yellow created an 
amber world infused with an extra strong brew of sunshine. The red 
made the foliage drip ruby dark upon a pink footpath. The green 
soaked greenery in a greener green. And when, after such richness, one 
turned to a small square of normal, savorless glass, with its lone mos-
quito or lame daddy longlegs, it was like taking a draught of water 
when one is not thirsty, and one saw a matter-of-fact white bench 
under familiar trees. (ib., 106) 

This passage concludes with the following comment by the narrator on 
the nostalgic impulse: ‘But of all the windows this is the pane through which 
in later years parched nostalgia longed to peer’ (ib., 107). Nabokov not only 
depicts memories in both of the works examined here, but also comments 
on the nature of memory itself, highlighting its selectivity, unreliability, and 
capriciousness. An example of this is found in the author’s note to Conclusive 
Evidence, which opens the book with a disclaimer acknowledging the pos-
sibility of memory failure: ‘This account of the author’s European past is as 
truthful as he could possibly make it. If there are any lapses, they are due to 
the frailty of memory, not to the trickery of art.’ (Nabokov 1951, n.p.) 

Towards the end of the portrait of Mademoiselle O, Nabokov recounts 
that he, a decade later, paid a visit to his former nanny in Lausanne, where 
she settled after leaving Russia. He sees in her home a picture of ‘a garish 
troika’ (Nabokov 1989, 115) and observes in the aged Mademoiselle nostal-
gia for the Russia she had previously merely tolerated, sometimes with great 
difficulty: ‘She spoke as warmly of her life in Russia as if it were her own lost 
homeland’ (ib., 115). Ironically, Mademoiselle now feels a stranger in her 
country of origin: ‘I found in the neighborhood quite a colony of such old 
Swiss governesses. Huddled together in a constant seething of competitive 
reminiscences, they formed a small island in an environment that had grown 
alien to them’ (ib., 115). The narrator draws the conclusion that ‘One is al-
ways at home in one’s past, which partly explains those pathetic ladies’ 
posthumous love for a remote and, to be perfectly frank, rather appalling 



country, which they never had really known and in which none of them had 
been very content’ (ib., 116). 

Thus, the text represents multiple pasts, as well as multiple layers of mem-
ory: Mademoiselle’s earlier life in Switzerland, on which she looks back nos-
talgically and patriotically from the vantage point of the Nabokov 
household; after leaving Russia, Mademoiselle looks back nostalgically on 
her life in pre-revolutionary Russia from Lausanne. Both of these retrospec-
tive glances are contained by the narrator’s account of his childhood and his 
visit to Mademoiselle in Lausanne in the early 1920s. Furthermore, in Chap-
ter 5 of Speak, Memory, the narrator explicitly places himself on yet another 
spatiotemporal plane – North America in the 1960s – through the following 
meta-reflection:  

But what am I doing in this stereoscopic dreamland? How did I get 
here? Somehow, the two sleighs have slipped away, leaving behind a 
passportless spy standing on the blue-white road in his New England 
snowboots and stormcoat. The vibration in my ears is no longer their 
receding bells, but only my old blood singing. All is still, spellbound, 
enthralled by the moon, fancy’s rear-vision mirror. The snow is real, 
though, and as I bend to it and scoop up a handful, sixty years crumble 
to glittering frost-dust between my fingers. (ib., 99 f.) 

The narrator’s sense of disorientation in this passage (‘How did I get 
here?’) recalls that of Mademoiselle upon her arrival in Russia, as imagined 
by the narrator early in the text: ‘“Giddy-eh? Giddy-eh?” she would wail, 
not only to find out her whereabouts but also to express supreme misery: 
the fact that she was a stranger, shipwrecked, penniless, ailing, in search of 
the blessed land where at last she would be understood’ (ib., 98).9 These two 
scenes share the qualities of winter, moonlight, and snow, the latter of which 
magically has the power to overcome time, causing ‘sixty years’ to ‘crumble 
to glittering frost-dust’, bringing the narrator, as a ‘passportless spy’, closer 
to the ‘shipwrecked’ governess of his childhood. As the next section will 
show, the sense of disorientation expressed by Mademoiselle’s wail of ‘Giddy-
eh?’ is experienced by Pnin, as well. 

9  The versions in The Atlantic Monthly and Conclusive Evidence diverge slightly: instead 
of ‘supreme misery’, we read: ‘an abyss of misery’ (Nabokov 1943, 67; 1951, 60). The 
Atlantic Monthly also renders Mademoiselle’s pronunciation as ‘Giddy-ay?’ (with an ‘a’ 
instead of an ‘e’).
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2. The theme of language 
Mademoiselle O and Pnin are both depicted as awkward and uncoordinated. 
This is repeatedly illustrated by minor daily struggles with physical objects 
that often have a comical effect. Of Pnin we read: 

How should we diagnose his sad case? Pnin, it should be particularly 
stressed, was anything but the type of that good-natured German plat-
itude of last century, der zerstreute Professor. On the contrary, he was 
perhaps too wary, too persistently on the lookout for diabolical pitfalls, 
too painfully on the alert lest his erratic surroundings (unpredictable 
America) inveigle him into some bit of preposterous oversight. It was 
the world that was absent-minded and it was Pnin whose business it 
was to set it straight. His life was a constant war with insensate objects 
that fell apart, or attacked him, or refused to function, or viciously got 
themselves lost as soon as they entered the sphere of his existence. […] 
On gadgets he doted with a kind of dazed, superstitious delight. Elec-
tric devices enchanted him. Plastics swept him off his feet. He had a 
deep admiration for the zipper. But the devoutly plugged-in clock 
would make nonsense of his mornings after a storm in the middle of 
the night had paralyzed the local power station. The frame of his spec-
tacles would snap in mid-bridge, leaving him with two identical pieces, 
which he would vaguely attempt to unite, in the hope, perhaps, of some 
organic marvel of restoration coming to the rescue. The zipper a gen-
tleman depends on most would come loose in his puzzled hand at 
some nightmare moment of haste and despair. (Nabokov 1996, 305 f.) 

The above passage shows how Pnin, oblivious to his own clumsiness, 
projects it onto the physical objects around him. Himself displaced by war 
and revolution, Pnin is constantly misplacing things, never entirely at home 
in the physical world. 

Mademoiselle’s physical challenges are conveyed by the following de-
scription early in the narrative: 

And now she sits down, or rather she tackles the job of sitting down, 
the jelly of her jowl quaking, her prodigious posterior, with the three 
buttons on the side, lowering itself warily; then, at the last second, she 
surrenders her bulk to the wicker armchair, which, out of sheer fright, 
bursts into a salvo of crackling (Nabokov 1989, 96). 



Similar to the way Pnin’s combative interactions with objects are described 
in the passage quoted above, Mademoiselle’s ascent of the staircase is 
 described as an arduous confrontation: 

If Lenski happened to come tripping downstairs while, with an asth-
matic pause every ten steps or so, she was working her way up (for the 
little hydraulic elevator of our house in St. Petersburg would constantly, 
and rather insultingly, refuse to function), Mademoiselle maintained 
that he had viciously bumped into her, pushed her, knocked her down, 
and we already could see him trampling her prostrate body (ib., 114 f.). 

The protagonists’ clumsiness extends to their failure to master the lan-
guage of their adopted countries. Mademoiselle O is characterized as ‘ab-
solutely Russian-proof ’ in the version published in The Atlantic Monthly 
(Nabokov 1943, 71). The following passage from Pnin comments on the pro-
tagonist’s arrested progress in learning English:  

Except for such not very helpful odds and ends as ‘the rest is silence,’ 
‘nevermore,’ ‘weekend,’ ‘who’s who,’ and a few ordinary words like ‘eat,’ 
‘street,’ ‘fountain pen,’ ‘gangster,’ ‘Charleston,’ ‘marginal utility,’ he had 
had no English at all at the time he left France for the States. Stubbornly 
he sat down to the task of learning the language of Fenimore Cooper, 
Edgar Poe, Edison, and thirty-one Presidents. In 1941, at the end of 
one year of study, he was proficient enough to use glibly terms like 
‘wishful thinking’ and ‘okey-dokey.’ By 1942 he was able to interrupt 
his narration with the phrase, ‘To make a long story short.’ By the time 
Truman entered his second term, Pnin could handle practically any 
topic; but otherwise progress seemed to have stopped despite all his 
efforts, and by 1950 his English was still full of flaws. (Nabokov 1996, 
306) 

Mademoiselle and Pnin both often struggle to articulate foreign words, 
as illustrated by reproductions of their quirky pronunciation. When Made-
moiselle  O exclaims ‘giddy-eh’ upon arrival, she reveals not only a bad ear 
for language, but a desperate feeling of disorientation. The narrator expli-
cates Mademoiselle’s pronunciation of this word for anglophone readers in 
the following comment: ‘This word, which in her pronunciation may be 
phonetically rendered as “giddy-eh” (actually it is gde with e as in “yet”), 
meant “Where?”’  (Nabokov 1989, 98). The expression appears again later 
in the narrative: after the narrator and his brother play a disappearing trick 
on Mademoiselle, they are brought back to the house to hear Mademoiselle 
‘frantically shouting’ the same expression, ‘Giddy-eh, giddy-eh?’ (ib., 104).  
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Similarly, the narrator of Pnin offers the following characterization of 
Pnin’s pronunciation:  

If his Russian was music, his English was murder. He had enormous 
difficulty (‘dzeefeecooltsee’ in Pninian English) with depalatization, 
never managing to remove the extra Russian moisture from t’s and d’s 
before the vowels he so quaintly softened. His explosive ‘hat’ […] dif-
fered from the common American pronunciation of ‘hot’ (typical of 
Waindell townspeople, for example) only by its briefer duration, and 
thus sounded very much like the German verb hat (has). Long o’s with 
him inevitably became short ones: his ‘no’ sounded positively Italian, 
and this was accentuated by his trick of triplicating the simple negative 
(‘May I give you a lift, Mr. Pnin?’ ‘No-no-no, I have only two paces 
from here’). He did not possess (nor was he aware of this lack) any long 
oo: all he could muster when called upon to utter ‘noon’ was the lax 
vowel of the German ‘nun’ (‘I have no classes in afternun on Tuesday. 
Today is Tuesday.’) (Nabokov 1996, 343 f.) 

There are numerous such instances of mispronunciations on the part of 
Pnin. As Gennady Barabtarlo notes, ‘Pnin constantly mispronounces words, 
garbles the English syntax (light-heartedly imposing the lax Russian word 
order onto the more rigid English construction), ignores both the definite 
and the indefinite articles, and so forth’ (Barabtarlo 1989, 64). Pnin is much 
more eloquent when speaking Russian, however. When conversing with 
Russian friends at The Pines, as Brian Boyd observes, ‘[h]is language be-
comes graceful, dignified, and witty and the pedantry he shares here with 
his peers no longer seems misplaced fussiness but rather the index of a well-
stocked mind with a passion for accuracy’ (Boyd 1991, 275). Boyd suggests 
that Pnin’s ‘bizarre idioms may be an index less of innate grotesquerie than 
of the pain and dislocation of exile’ (ib., 278). 

Comments in the texts point up the inadequacy of language skills – pri-
marily on the part of the protagonists, but also of other characters. The nar-
rator of Speak, Memory recalls his own difficulties upon Mademoiselle’s 
arrival: ‘To keep up with an unfamiliar tongue (all we knew in the way of 
French were a few household phrases), and on top of it to be crossed in all 
our fond habits, was more than one could bear’ (Nabokov 1989, 102). Later, 
the Russian tutor Lenski, who for Mademoiselle was the last straw 
(‘le  comble’, [ib., 114]), provoking her to quit and return to Switzerland, ex-
pressed his dislike of French, which he viewed as ‘an aristocratic convention 
of no use in a liberal’s home’, by replying to her ‘only with short grunts 
(which he tried to Germanize for want of a better language)’ (ib., 114).    



Aside from these descriptions of the characters’ speech, the narratives 
draw the reader’s attention to language in other ways. For example, an ac-
count of how Mademoiselle would present the young Nabokov with a new 
copybook and pen concludes with the following description of the pleasure 
of writing in it: ‘delighting in every limb of every limpid letter […], with ex-
quisite care I would inscribe the word Dictée while Mademoiselle hunted 
through her collection of spelling tests for a good, hard passage’ (ib., 105). 

The strangeness of language is highlighted by the interspersion of words 
in other languages within the English-language text. In ‘Mademoiselle O’, it 
is primarily (though not exclusively) French words that stand out, as in the 
following examples: 

‘There I was, abandoned by all, comme la Comtesse Karenine,’ she later 
complained, eloquently, if not quite correctly. (ib., 98) 

[…] leaving Mademoiselle to be swallowed up by what she will later 
allude to, with awe and gusto, as ‘le steppe.’ (ib., 99) 

a warm, bright, stylish (‘Russian Empire’) drawing room in a snow-
muffled house – soon to be termed le château (ib., 100). 

The bonne promenade she had promised us had turned out to be a te-
dious stroll (ib., 102). 

Below are some examples of Russian words interspersed within the Eng-
lish in Pnin:10 

He was beloved not for any essential ability but for those unforgettable 
digressions of his, when he would remove his glasses to beam at the 
past while massaging the lenses of the present. Nostalgic excursions in 
broken English. Autobiographical tidbits. How Pnin came to the So -
edinyonnïe Shtatï (the United States). (Nabokov 1996, 303) 

What a gruesome place, kakoy zhutkiy dom (ib., 335) 

Besides the big book under his right arm, he carried in his left hand 
his brief case, an old, Central European-looking, black portfel’ (ib., 
348 f.) 

‘Avtomobil’, kostyum – nu pryamo amerikanets (a veritable American), 
pryamo Ayzenhauer!’ said Varvara (ib., 384). 

However (odnako), it really is hot here (i zharko zhe u vas)! (ib., 385) 

10  This is done with German as well. See, for example, pp.330 f.
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In each of the above examples, words that are native to the protagonist 
(Russian for Pnin and French for Mademoiselle) potentially cause confusion 
for monolingual anglophone readers, giving them a taste of the misunder-
standings experienced by the protagonists in the literary worlds of the texts.  

3. Conclusion 
Both Mademoiselle O and Timofey Pnin embody the painful experiece of a 
foreigner struggling to make oneself understood – not only through mis-
pronunciations and malapropisms, but also through physical awkwardness. 
Both characters are maladjusted in various way to the language and culture 
of their adopted countries, and they look back on the past with nostalgia. 
Mademoiselle O’s mangling of the Russian word for ‘Where?’ reveals not 
only her lack of linguistic prowess, but also gives expression to the existential 
predicament of being out of one’s element. This is Pnin’s predicament as well, 
as Boyd observes, ‘It is no accident that the book’s  risible name […] almost 
spells “pain”’  (Boyd 1991, 272), as Pnin becomes ‘an object of pathos as an 
exile, an ex-husband, a man alone, mocked and misunderstood’ (ib., 271). 
In this regard, Pnin can be seen as a later incarnation of Mademoiselle O, 
transplanted from Europe to the New World. Both are, to paraphrase 
Nabokov, shipwrecked strangers longing to be under stood. 
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