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his essay focuses on the problems encountered by the theatre when staging 

Nabokov’s novels and short stories in Russia and Eastern Europe after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. The staging of any text is an autonomous 

interpretation of that text. But at the same time, the script of the theatrical performance, 

which is an independent work of art in and of itself, is only one of the elements of the 

whole mise en scene. The process of interpreting a text for the stage begins with the 

preparation of the adaptation; however, all of the performative elements contribute to its 

completion: the mise en scene, style of acting, audio-visual layer of the performance, 

spatial structure, use of other genres, language of scenic stylization, scenery (costumes, 

stage design, props), plasticity of the performance, sound and lighting effects.  

This essay investigates previously uncollected materials. A complete 

documentation of Vladimir Nabokov’s stage works has never been written, nor has 

T 
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anyone done a comprehensive study of the problems of staging these works.1 The 

reconstruction of Nabokov-based performances is hindered by numerous factors, many of 

which involve the difficult history of staging his works (this will be explored below).   

When discussing the researching of theatrical performance and the reconstruction 

of a staged play, one must consider the criticism (i.e. the resources of research) during the 

time period in question. After the social changes in Russia associated with Gorbachev 

and Perestroika, theatre criticism underwent a crisis: the so-called professional journals 

and theatre magazines were either forced to close down or were published irregularly 

(due to financial and “moral” reasons as a result of the general disorientation in values). 

Ephemeral journals soon appeared and began publishing criticism of an uneven quality. 

The new forum for theatre criticism was the newspaper review, with its ability of 

immediate response to stage productions. Starting in the 1990s, the lack of a critical 

forum had been the general characteristic of Russian theatre criticism. This situation 

changed by the end of the millennium when a new structure of criticism emerged and 

caused newspaper criticism to reach a higher level. This change inevitably influenced 

current research as well.2 Nevertheless, the collected critical writings may provide a 

valuable contribution to the analysis and interpretation of Nabokov’s concept of the 

phenomenon of theatricality. 

                                                             
1 My essay deals mostly with performances in the post-Soviet Russia, but some other important 

theatre adaptations will be discussed as well. Part of the shows were reconstructed on the basis of written 
material, i.e. criticism, and some of the performances were seen by the author. It is impossible to give an 
all-encompassing picture due to the vast number of performances all over the world, the systematic 
collection and analysis of which is far beyond the scope of this essay. A rather incomplete list of American 
and Western European performances is published by Dieter E. Zimmer on the official homepage of the 
International Vladimir Nabokov Society (see, Zemblarchive). 

2 The social changes in Russia did not bring new research and documentation centers for theatre, 
which would have collected written and other materials. The old (Moscow-based) theatre libraries 
underwent a financial crisis that damaged its collections.  
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On the one hand, the present analysis tries to answer the question of what is the 

‘suitable’ theatrical language for articulating Nabokov’s lifework, which is inherently 

theatrical and includes human beings constantly playing roles. On the other hand, the 

article studies the theatrical conventions and methods of stylization often employed by 

adaptations of his novels. It also examines whether these adaptations rely on principles of 

the diverse genres of re-theatricalized3 theatre (i.e. when theatricality is a consciously-

employed device) in addition to whether certain genres (circus, music hall, commedia 

dell’arte, balagan4, puppet show, ballet and opera) leave their mark on the language and 

style of performance. Accordingly, this analysis will also focus on the language of acting, 

stage design, spatial structure and auditory layers of the various performances as well as 

other elements of the mise en scene. 

 

PERFORMANCES 

 

The staging of Nabokov’s prose and dramatic works in Russia began on the eve of 

the political and social changes. The first known performance (The Waltz Invention, 

directed by Adolf Shapiro) happened in Riga (at that time still part of the Soviet Union), 

at the Young Spectator’s Theatre in 1988.  

During the period of social transition several premieres occurred: the adaptation 

of the novel Invitation to a Beheading was staged at the Ermolova Theatre, Moscow 

(1989-1990 theatre season), at the Russian Dramatic Theatre in Vilnius (1988-1989 

season) and at the Dramatic Theatre in Kamchatka (1990). The Sphere Theatre in 

                                                             
3 Retheatricalization is a term used by Russian theatre scholars, Evreinov and Meyerhold, in the 

beginning of the century. In modern theatre theory, see P. Pavis (1980).  
4 Russian folk art and popular theatrical forms. 
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Moscow staged Lolita (1991), The theatre on Malaia Bronnaia put on The Event and the 

Viktiuk’s Theatre also staged Lolita (1992). Just as in literature and literary history, the 

theatre began its belated reinvention of Nabokov with euphoric impetus at the beginning, 

and, later, with balking. Short reports on these early performances were published in the 

journal, The Nabokovian.5 

Adaptations of Nabokov’s Russian novels became more popular on stage in the 

mid-1990s. A version of Camera Obscura with the title Laughter in the Dark6 was 

presented at the Sphere Theatre in Moscow (1997-1998 theatre season). The same novel 

was also staged by Oleg Tabakov’s Theatre in Moscow with the original Russian title of 

the novel; King, Queen, Knave  was presented by the Sphere Theatre (1995), the 

Lensovet Theatre (1997) and the Samara Theatre (1997-1998 theatre season).   

 

The postcard advertising King, Queen, Knave, a play based on Nabokov’s novel,  
at the Lensovet Theatre in St. Petersburg (2007 theatre season). 

From Yuri Leving’s collection. 
 
                                                             

5 The Nabokovian, 25 (1990), 27 (1991). 
6 The English title of the novel. 
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Mary was staged by Vinogradov’s Theatre Company in Moscow (1997). There were 

many new Lolita premieres as well. In addition to the second staging of Lolita at the 

Sphere Theatre (1996), two provincial theatres also decided to present it: the Theatre of 

Young Spectators in Volgograd (1997) and the National Dance Theatre in Yakutsk 

(1998). The Event had two premieres, one in Voronezh at the Theatre for Youth, and the 

other at the School of Contemporary Play in Moscow. Due to the boom of Nabokov 

premieres in the 1990s, there was a Nabokov festival held in 1999 (the previously 

mentioned performances were invited). All of the shows were adaptations of the novels 

except for two, which were based on a text collage or a short story. One of these had the 

title Two Nabokovs (Theatre at Nikitsky Gates, 1994). The other was staged in Moscow 

as well, at the Okay Theatre, with the title Devil of Fantasy (1999). Finally, the turn of 

the century was marked by two important performances: Invitation to a Beheading at the 

Omsk Drama Theatre (2001) and the Nabokov. Nursery Tale at the Vakhtangov Theatre, 

Moscow. 

The summary of these trends reveals that the beginning of the 1990s can be 

characterized by an interest in staging Nabokov’s novels (Invitation to a Beheading, 

Lolita) and plays. In the second part of the 1990s, theatres focused their attention on 

Nabokov’s early Russian novels (Mary, King, Queen, Knave, Laughter in the Dark), 

while Lolita retained its popularity. Directors favoured the early short prose of Nabokov 

in that period and not the so-called “big” Russian novels, thus discovering the early 

“Russian” Nabokov. Neither the first nor the second period of the 1990s succeeded in 

helping to prepare genuine text adaptations, which would have a longer life than a single 

performance. The performances were of little significance, due to the lack of authentic 
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Nabokov-interpretations on the stage. While notable theatres and/or directors showed an 

interest in staging Nabokov in the first half of the 1990s (Valeri Fokin, A. Shapiro and 

Roman Viktiuk), by the late 1990s the small theatres had attempted Nabokov-

adaptations, with almost no critical reverberations as a result. 

The real breakthrough came at the new millennium when a third period of 

Nabokov’s work appeared on stage in Russia. The breakthrough was partly due to the 

fact that the performances of this third period were staged at notable, big theatres. More 

important, however, was the fact that these performances were staged at various festivals 

where the accompanying professional discussions gave a boost to their interpretation. The 

performance in Omsk was the adaptation of a novel (Invitation), while the one at the 

Vakhtangov Theatre was the first autonomous Nabokov interpretation done in Russian 

theatre. 

Parallel to the staging of the novels was the appearance of the first analytical 

writings (Shikhovtsev 1988; Palamarchuk 1990) and comprehensive critiques of the 

premieres. As a source for this essay, the most prominent among these was Irina 

Bagrationi-Muhraneli’s Approach to Nabokov. Bagrationi-Muhraneli was the first to raise 

the question: to what extent could Nabokov’s “magic theatricality” be rendered on stage, 

and could the theatre find a suitable approach for it? At the beginning of the article the 

author proposes the following: “It seems like Nabokov was created to become a scenic 

material for directors and actors. He is ‘ours’, theatrical, both from bibliographical and 

stylistic aspects. Nabokov’s son is an opera singer, his father, the famous lawyer and 

public character, was said to have died his tragic death when working on an article on 

theatre and art.” Analyzing the notions of Nabokovian theatricality, the author draws the 
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conclusion that this extreme theatricalization of Nabokov’s prose can be an obstacle and 

may pose serious dangers when staging his works. According to  Bagrationi-Muhraneli, 

the reasons for this are the following: Nabokov’s prose is built on a basic opposition 

between illusion and existence, i.e. the “theatre and what is behind it”. This opposition is 

the basic idea of Nabokovian theatricality, and the artistic concept of theatre is the 

metaphorical expression of this illusion.  

If one expands on Irina Bagrationi-Muhraneli’s idea, it seems that a major 

difficulty is representing this dichotomy of ‘existence’ and ‘theatre’ on the stage. In my 

view, every performance lacked a clear representation of this paradigm. Another 

difficulty, according to Bagrationi-Muhraneli, lies in the traditions of Russian theatre and 

acting. Realism and psychologically-accurate acting cannot be suitable approaches for 

reflecting Nabokov’s delusive and stylized artistic world; his puppets, two-dimensional 

creatures and circus figures cannot be represented by means of psychological realism. 

Certain problems are also related to the director’s interpretation or, more precisely, the 

director’s attitude toward interpretation. Directors often rely entirely on the original text 

and tend to, as the author of the article says, “expect guidance” and solutions from 

Nabokov. Consequently, instead of the directors’ interpretations and artistic visions, the 

scenic adaptation is based on the recitation of the original text. The dangers of this 

methodology are obvious when staging such works as the popular Invitation to a 

Beheading. The novel’s conflict is expressed through an internal monologue and contains 

no “action story.”  

Yet another difficulty directors have to face when choosing to stage Nabokov 

stems from the Nabokovian typology of novels. Even a superficial reading reveals the 
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paltry amount of dialogue in his texts. Nabokov’s novels are novels of monologic 

consciousness in Bakhtin’s sense. Bagrationi-Muhraneli says of the analysis of these 

novels, “Nabokov requires a spectator with the same point of view”. The same can be 

said of the scenic adaptations of the novels. The hero is usually an artist or a would-be 

artist, the quasi-alter ego of the author. Nobody is his equal; therefore, the only possible 

partner in the dialogue is the author or, in Bakhtin’s sense, the so-called “author’s word.” 

Secondary characters in Nabokov’s novels are principally puppets, often without 

psychological or conscious dimensions. The problem is not simply the absence of 

dialogue, but the absence of the possibility for dialogue (compared with certain novels of 

Dostoevsky where this possibility is given by the dialogical typology of the novel). 

Therefore, adapting Nabokov’s novels requires a creative approach on the part of the 

director and a great deal of dramaturgical and scenic invention. One possible solution 

would be incorporating the “author’s word” into the scenic text and translating it into a 

theatrical language.  

The following will concentrate mostly on the analysis of the dramatic theatre 

performances, although Nabokov’s prose has been adapted in the most stylized theatrical 

language of opera as well. The opera versions of Invitation to a Beheading (1967) and 

Laughter in the Dark (1995) were staged in Denmark, while the Lolita opera was 

performed in Sweden (1994). 

 

INVITATION TO A BEHEADING 
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In her article, Bagrationi-Muhraneli provides an analysis of two adaptations of 

Invitation to a Beheading. Her critical remarks regarding the performance in the 

Ermolova Theatre refer mainly to the low level of the adaptation (director: Valeri Fokin). 

Bagrationi-Muhraneli argues that contemporary Russian theatre lacks the tools and 

tradition required for staging Nabokov “or any other author of the Silver Age,” and she is 

convinced that “the virtues and the drawbacks of the performance reveal the difficulties 

of crossing this chasm.” Another article published in The Nabokovian7 suggests that the 

adapters, Galina Bogoliubova and Oleg Menshikov, intended to stage only certain 

passages of the novel and that the scenes were not linked together tightly (they were 

separated simply by “darkness” or black out). Cincinnatus himself spoke the narrator’s 

text, thus conveying his own inner thoughts in third person. In this adaptation the author’s 

word seemed integrated into Cincinnatus’ monologue. The performance was enacted on a 

bridge-like stage, separating the spectators from the action. (Another performance of 

Invitation, which will be discussed below, was performed on an arena-stage.) Cincinnatus 

crossing the boundaries of the narrow space indicated his execution (or resurrection). The 

hero flew away, above the spectators’ heads (the actor was pulled up with the help of a 

safety belt). However, the actor playing Cincinnatus had an accident during this part of 

the performance and was replaced. Fokin eventually decided to alter the scene. In the new 

version, a proscenium was wedged into the audience space. This structure, just like the 

previous bridge-shaped stage, evoked a feeling of claustrophobia. Cincinnatus’s cell 

(representing his internal, private sphere) appeared as a tiny cube on the stage, which he 

never left, but it made him subject to the constant intrusion of the other characters. 

                                                             
7 The Nabokovian, 25 (1990). 
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Despite its virtues, the performance was criticized by Bagrationi-Muhraneli for its 

coarse acting. In the words of another critic, the performance balanced between the 

absurd and the vulgar. The character of Marfinka, for example, resembled a fat lady from 

a Fellini film (the critic interpreted her as a folkloristic personage well known from the 

paintings of Philip Maliavin, an artist of the early twentieth century). According to 

Bagrationi-Muhraneli, one of the unquestionable virtues of the performance was its 

spatial structure, which allowed a kind of procession whereby all the characters appeared 

before Cincinnatus. The characters arrived from a masquerade, while the dominant 

principle of the performance was travesty. To present the Nabokovian doubles 

(doppelganger-ness), the director turned to a simplified method, and all the roles were 

played by two actors who were dressed and masked alike. 

Irina Bagrationi-Muhraneli analyzed another staging of the Invitation to a 

Beheading that was directed by G. Gladky at the Russian Drama Theatre in Vilnius 

(1988-1989 theatre season). In her opinion, the performance succeeded in incorporating 

Russian, Lithuanian and Polish theatrical traditions. The show was built on emotional and 

stylistic counterpoints and greatly relied on the vocal abilities of the actors. This 

adaptation seems to have resulted from the director’s firm vision. The performance 

followed the stylistic pattern of black and white films. This process of stylization, which 

is based not on the adaptation of the technique of the film but on evoking its aesthetics, 

creates a theatrical language suitable for emphasising the non-reality of the represented 

world. According to Bagrationi-Muhraneli, both performances can be interpreted as a 

movement away from theatrical realism and towards stylization, although they are based 

on different approaches. While the former employed simplified, harsh language, the latter 
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turned to the stylistics of the German expressionist films from the 1920s. (The latter, 

according to Bagrationi-Muhraneli, was indeed an authentic Nabokov interpretation; the 

effect of German expressionist silent films on Nabokov’s works has been highlighted by 

numerous researchers; Nabokov himself was an extra in some of these films.)  

The third adaptation, the performance in Omsk, utilized a different stylistic 

language. For the performance of the Invitation at Omsk8 (2001-2002 theatre season), the 

playground  and the spectators were placed on a small, arena-shaped stage. The circle 

was tilted at a 180-degree angle so that it looked down on the arena, which was belted by 

a rampart covered in purple velvet. The arena represented Cincinnatus’s room, which the 

convict never left. In the back of the arena there was a door which was covered by a 

purple velvet curtain where the prison guards made their entrances and exits. The 

orchestra (consisting of music hall instruments: brass, percussion and accordion) was 

positioned directly above this doorway. Music divided the scenes and strengthened the 

allusion to circus stunts. Each character entered the ring and performed some kind of a 

feat. The costumes of the prison guards were also circus-like: Monsieur Pierre was 

dressed as a clown and the others wore clothes designed from articles of commedia 

dell’arte costumes. The prison governor and circus director also played the role of Master 

of Ceremonies, while Monsieur Pierre was wearing conventional prison garb with a red 

clown nose and a clown wig. The actor playing Pierre was a real comedian. His vivid 

(and sometimes coarse) clownery made his acting the most persuasive interpretation in 

the performance. Pierre’s stupid stunts and accidental “mistakes” provided an endless 

source of humour. Emmochka, in this performance, was a ballerina in a tutu and ballet 

                                                             
8 The performance (at which the author of this essay was present) was part of the Golden Mask 

Festival, Moscow, in April of 2002. The director of the performance was Oleg Ribkin, scenery: Ilia 
Kutianski, costumes: Fagilia Selskaia, music: Mihail Filimoniuk. 
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shoes with long ringlets of hair. Her movements often resembled ballet steps. With her 

chic figure, she was one of the most successfully conveyed characters. The actress 

playing the role was a Lolita-aged teenager. This suggested a justified parallel between 

Emmochka and Lolita. The inevitable prop, the spider, was lowered by a pulley, fed and 

pulled back by the prison guards. The scene of the Last Supper was a travesty of 

Leonardo da Vinci’s painting. It was set behind the back curtains, which were drawn 

aside. The masked characters became the participants of a real masquerade. The 

performance gave proof of a deep understanding of the Nabokovian world. The use of the 

circus allowed the stylized language to be manifested in the elements of scenery and 

acting (these are constructive principles of the novel as well). The additional music hall 

effects, the elements of balagan and commedia dell’arte and the approach to 

Emmochka’s character as a ballerina, gave evidence of an intense and precise 

interpretation of the novel in every respect (direction, scenery and music). 

One of the drawbacks of such intense theatricality became apparent when the 

accumulation of stylized theatrical languages extinguished the real drama: the existential 

and metaphysical dilemma of the main character. This extreme theatricalization made the 

act of the beheading insubstantial. The interpretation solved the problem of representing 

existence as the paradigm of theatrical performance by exploiting the language of the 

circus and by depicting the main character in the ring as a locked and exposed animal. At 

the same time the performance failed to offer a solution to the problem of how to 

represent the metaphysical dimensions beyond the theatre. There was no attempt to 

disclose the “other being” of Cincinnatus (the two Cincinnatuses, the earthly and the 

otherworldly), and there was no balance between the shallow theatricality with its use of 
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circus elements and the dramatic dynamism of Cincinnatus (or of the actor performing 

his role) on the stage. Cincinnatus, closed in the ring, remained a colourless, almost dead 

creature among the vulgar, superficial circus characters that were lively and full of sexual 

energy. The emphasis was shifted from the existential drama to the shallow and “bad” 

theatrical pseudo-reality, the counterpoint of which did not exist in the performance (or 

perhaps its existence was weightless). The stunts were far more noteworthy than the 

drama of human existence and consciousness. The gags and jokes of Monsieur Pierre 

were more exciting and spectacular than the dull and enervated monologues of 

Cincinnatus. His forthcoming execution was not dreadful, but insipid. 

Despite the above-mentioned failures, the performance in Omsk was able to 

create a unitary and consistent scenic language. In addition, this scenic language 

contributed to an exciting spatial structure. In this arrangement, the spectators became 

part of the performance wherein Monsieur Pierre and his victim paraded their talents. But 

making theatricality central resulted in a one-sided interpretation. The dimension of here, 

with Cincinnatus locked in his cell, is just one aspect of the whole. What was missing 

from the performance was the dimension of there, the otherworld: the Tamarisk Garden, 

the floating acrobats and the other Cincinnatus who departs to join creatures ‘akin’. 

Based on these three performances, the following conclusion can be drawn: the 

problem of staging Nabokov’s novels is posed not by representing their theatricality (a 

stylized language and a set of dramatic solutions are inherent to the author’s texts); the 

difficulty is rather encountered when contrasting the Nabokovian other world or creating 

a metaphysical sphere on stage. The theatricality of the Invitation (i.e. the illusions of this 
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world, the decorations that fell apart, and the fake actors) are only one layer of the novel; 

if this theatricality is not hinting to the promise of another world, it is just bad theatre. 

 

EARLY WORKS 

 

In the case of scenic adaptations of Nabokov’s early works, autonomous 

interpretations are frequent. The Sphere Theatre’s Laughter in the Dark was staged using 

the stylized language of the cabaret (director and dramaturge, Ekaterina Elanskaia9). A 

critic of Kuranty magazine described the work as a “tragedy presented as detective story 

in music hall.”10 The love triangle became a series of cabaret scenes, mixed with stunts 

and stripteases. Choreography, dance and music illuminated the stylized language and the 

plasticity of the performance. Axel Rex, a graphic artist and the creator of the guinea pig 

cartoon, became a “symbol of the frenzy of mass culture”. The character of Rex is a 

barker from a farce or balagan. The performance was staged on an arena-shaped space 

(predetermined by the stage structure of the Sphere Theatre). The other performance of 

the Camera Obscura (the Russian title of Laughter in the Dark) in Oleg Tabakov’s 

theatre was described as “minimalist” by one of the critics. This adaptation also exploited 

choreography and music of the 1920s, and was made in the style of silent films. 

                                                             
9 The responsibilities of a dramaturge vary from one theater company to the next, but they 

typically include the hiring of actors, the development of a season of plays with a sense of coherence 
among them, assistance with and editing of new plays by resident or guest playwrights, the creation of 
programs or accompanying educational services, and even helping the director with rehearsals, and serving 
as an elucidator of history or a spokesperson for deceased or otherwise absent playwrights. In Russia and 
Europe, dramaturges’ responsibilities are similar to those described here, although they are more often 
playwrights as well. In the USA, where this position was until recently relatively uncommon, it has enjoyed 
a recent growth, particularly in theater companies that focus on developing new plays. 

10 Kuranty, Moscow, June 18, 1998. 
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The performance The Two Nabokovs was an adaptation of two short stories: A 

Dashing Fellow and The Potato Elf (dramaturge: Mark Rozovski, director: K. 

Niersisian). According to a critic,11 the first part of the performance was an ironic 

pantomime, the second was a lyrical pantomime. The Potato Elf is the only work of 

Nabokov with circus as the main subject. Accordingly, the topic itself determines the use 

of circus language in the performance. (Unfortunately, the performance did not provide 

any information about the spatial structure of the novel.) Acrobatics, music hall antics 

and stunts emphasized the superficiality of the circus world, which was contrasted with 

the lyricism of the story and the sincerity of emotions. In The Potato Elf, a dwarf played 

the role of the elf. 

Special attention must be paid to the 1997 adaptation of Mary12 (adapted and 

directed by S. Vinogradov). The performance was played on a puppet stage, which 

strengthened the metaphor of the puppet (doll). The two dancers resembled wind-up dolls 

and, according to a critic, this created an impression of a kind of mechanic ballet, perhaps 

a “dance of mummies” or watching waxworks, “but never a sense of real life.” The 

movement in the performance was created from puppet poses and motions, “the very 

emotions were made of cardboard”. The critic compared the performance with Alexander 

Blok’s The Fairground Booth (Balaganchik), but here the lovers were also made of 

pasteboard. The main character, Ganin, wore a Harlequin costume and this, according to 

the critic, was reminiscent of Blok’s writings as well as of Nabokov’s last novel, Look at 

the Harlequins!. This theatrical language of stylization and the cancan of clowns with no 

counterpoint (just like in the case of the Invitation in Omsk) undermined the performed 

                                                             
11 Moskvichki, 1995/3 (140). 
12 Ekran i stsena, 1997/46. 
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story and deprived it of credibility. Finally, staging King, Queen, Knave at Samara 

Theatre, director V. Gvozdkov employed the previously mentioned genres and 

techniques. The actors were called “moving mannequins” by the critic.13  

In her essay, Marina Taevskaia analyzes the problems of these performances.14 

Her starting point is the problem of staging the Nabokovian dichotomy of dream and 

reality: the contrast between the calm surrounding the past or the dream-world and the 

brutal reality of the present is more important than the story line of a given work. In 

Taevskaia’s view, the Nabokov performances done in Russian theatres try to escape 

reality. The formal structure of certain performances (as in the case of the Sphere 

Theatre’s Laughter in the Dark) often becomes unnecessary and pointless. Stylized 

theatrical languages and theatrical effects extinguish the dimensions of consciousness and 

the ability to reflect upon the present. 

Of real importance in the first two performances of the new millennium (the 

Invitation in Omsk and Nabokov. The Nursery Tale in Moscow) are the genres – circus 

and cabaret –  determining the whole mise en scene. The genres were followed 

consciously and consistently in these performances. The Invitation used the language of 

circus (its aesthetics, spatial structure as well as the performances of the actors). 

Nabokov. The Nursery Tale adopted the language of cabaret (that is how the posters 

advertised the performance). But in the case of the latter performance, it was this choice 

of genre that triggered disapproval from the critics. 

Nabokov’s The Nursery Tale was written in 1926 as part of a volume of short 

stories The Return of Chorb. The director, Vasili Senin, put the story into the 

                                                             
13 Ekran i stsena, 1998/8. 
14 Ekran i stsena, 1998/8. 
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environment of a cabaret in Berlin in the 1920s. The plot of the story involves a young 

man, Edvin, who dreams of the women he sees on the streets. The devil (masked as a 

woman) appears to him and makes a proposal: Edvin can have all the women he chooses 

until midnight. The only condition the devil imposes is that the number of the chosen 

women must be even. After a day-long selection, Edvin is busy preparing for the date, but 

it turns out that the girl he chose first is the same girl he chose last, so the number of 

women is uneven. 

None of the critics reviewing the show tried to find the connection between 

Nabokov’s works and the genre of cabaret. The critic from Vremia MN, for example, 

declared, “Nabokov’s muse has never seen cabaret” and claimed that Nabokov’s 

aesthetics and the genre of cabaret were incompatible. In fact, Nabokov not only wrote 

cabaret performances, but also acted in them, and widely used the conventions of the 

genre in his works. One of the critical remarks referred to the adaptation, since the 

directors made no cuts in the short story and no dialogues were added to the scenic 

version.15 The author’s words were incorporated in the scenic text and the director 

created a character to express them. According to the genre of cabaret, this character is 

the ever-present Master of Ceremonies. Some critics remarked that the reason for 

choosing a cabaret with music and dance separating the scenes was simply the lack of 

sufficient amount of text for a dramatic performance. For other critics, the genre of 

cabaret, the carnival-masquerade style, the live music and songs fit within the tradition of 

the Vakhtangov Theatre. It is well known that the most famous show in the history of the 

                                                             
15 Some critics note that Senin is the follower of Piotr Fomenko, who is the master of scenic 

adaptation of prose in contemporary Russian theatre. Fomenko and Kama Ginkas experiment with new 
adaptation techniques by incorporating the “author’s words” in narrator’s or characters’ texts. A 
performance that is built on “author’s words” and characters’ dialogues with the help of this technique 
simultaneously tells the story and reflects upon it. 
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theatre was the 1922 staging of Turandot by Yevgeny Vakhtangov, which is still 

performed in its original form today. During Vakhtangov’s time, this performance 

opened a new approach to commedia dell’ arte and improvisation in Russian avant-garde 

theatre. 

The title of the performance, Nabokov. The Nursery Tale (with the definition of 

the genre cabaret on the posters), has an estranging effect on the audience, but it also 

provides guidance. The name Nabokov is attached to the title of the performance, but it is 

not an indication of the author. (Almost all of the critics quoted the title improperly.) The 

genre of cabaret also encompasses alienating effects (similar to circus, music hall and 

dance), since this stylized theatrical language is not based on story-telling and 

psychologically authentic role-playing. This genre does not allow a true portrayal of the 

human character and its changes. No dramatic conflict can arise nor can any logic of 

reason and consequences be traced. Cabaret is a genre where superficial characters, 

music, dance and spectacular effects dominate the scene. During this performance, an 

original period car was used; the actors, dressed in tuxedos and travelled around in a 

tram; the decorative costumes were made of fur, feathers and silk (critics called it a 

fashion show). The conventions of cabaret were provided by the music, dance, costumes, 

lighting and the consequent changes in tone and rhythm. This performance utterly lacked 

the dramatic traditions of Russian theatre.  

 

LOLITA 
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The most often staged work of Nabokov is Lolita, not only in Russia, but also in 

theatres all over the world. One reason for this is the success and popularity of the novel. 

Another reason is a bit simpler: relationships between men and women have a great 

potential for dramatic conflict. There is also a Lolita-tradition forming, which is affecting 

the Lolita performances. This tradition is based on film, primarily on Stanley Kubrick’s 

masterpiece (in 1997 another American version was made, directed by Adrian Lyne). 

Nabokov’s screenplay, written for Kubrick, can be interpreted as a kind of dramatic 

synopsis. There is also Edward Albee’s play, Lolita (1979), which, after its premiere on 

Broadway, was repeatedly staged.16 

Albee’s play was presented twice at the Sphere Theatre in Moscow (1991 and 

1996). The stage of the theatre was arena-shaped. The 1991 performance was called “a 

pathological balagan” by one of the critics. As for the second performance, a critic 

deemed the relationship between Nabokov and the theatre quite unproductive; certain 

scenes of the performance were called “impressive” and the floor “show-like”. Another 

                                                             
16 The first night of the play was on Broadway, at the Atkinson Theatre, in 1981. Albee’s play is 

an independent work and the analysis of its connection with Nabokov’s novel goes beyond the capacity of 
this essay. Albee placed a ban on the play, so it cannot be staged anymore. The contemporary critic’s 
reaction in The New York Times was harsh: “After weeks of delays, Edward Albee's Lolita finally opened at 
the Brooks Atkinson last night, and all one can do is wonder why it did. This show is the kind of 
embarrassment that audiences do not quickly forget or forgive. It’s not just that Lolita is incompetent or 
boring or that it lays waste to a masterpiece of modern literature: those are pardonable sins that have been 
known to occur in Broadway theaters. What sets Lolita apart from ordinary failures is its abject mean-
spiritedness. For all this play's babbling about love, it is rank with indiscriminate – and decidely unearned – 
hate. <..> Mr. Albee’s Lolita is something else. Aside from odd verbatim lines (usually ripped out of 
context), all that remains of Nabokov’s novel at the Atkinson is its most accessible feature, its mildly 
salacious plot. And even that is so ineptly told - usually by means of flat-out narration or announcements -
that it often seems to be taking place offstage. (By Act II, the action is so remote and truncated it seems 
phoned in from another solar system.) There are vague attempts to pay lip service to the deeper, passionate 
concerns of the novel – the play's hollowed-out Humbert periodically wails earnestly about his mad love 
and invites our pity – but the evening is mainly a slapdash compilation of jokes. The jokes are Mr. Albee’s, 
not Nabokov’s, and they are a perfect amalgam of the witless and the tasteless. <…> The most famous 
sexual incident of the book – in which Humbert has an orgasm while Lolita sits innocently on his robed lap 
– is painful to witness. Mr. Sutherland gasps and pants and bobs like a fleabag comic cavorting at a stag 
dinner” (Rich, Frank. Stage: Albee’s Adaptation of  Lolita Opens. The New York Times. 20 March, 1981).  
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performance of Lolita in Kamchatka used a theatrical language that shifted towards 

grotesque and vaudevillian.  

 The only theatrical performance of Lolita the author of this essay has seen was 

played by the Small Theatre (Teatrul Mic) in Bucharest, Romania in the 2002-2003 

season, and was directed by Cătălina Buzoianu.17 The performance was based on the 

Nabokov script that was recommended by the inheritors as an official scenic adaptation. 

The text, like the novel, opens with Humbert Humbert’s imaginery statement in front of 

the jury while the events of the past mingle with the ongoing testimony. The adaptation, 

similar to the scenic adaptations of any Nabokov novel, has a monologic structure. 

Dialogues are possible only in the past between characters from the past. It is the jury – in 

the performance in Bucharest, the spectators – that Humbert enters into a dialogue with.  

 The mise en scene of the performance was exceedingly theatrical.18 

Choreography played an important role in the performance as did live music and songs. 

Multimedia was widely used (projected photographs, slides and animated films). Almost 

all of the props were both real and imaginary at the same time: a woman’s trunk, leg or 

breast formed parts of the tables, chairs, coat-stands, as well as all the other props. These 

props represented Humbert and Lolita’s objective world, but they were also projections 

of Humbert’s consciousness or the materialization of Humbert’s “sexual mania”. 

Humbert’s sexuality is overwhelming and omnipresent. The direct and brutal presentation 

of these objects (i.e. the theatricalization of Humbert’s desires), simplifies and vulgarizes 

the relationship between Humbert and Lolita. It strips it of metaphysical dimensions and 
                                                             

17 Adaptation: Michaela Toniţa Iordache, Scenery: Devis Gelbu, Costume: Velica Panduru, Music: 
Dorina Crisan Rusu, Choreography: Mălina Andrei, Multimedia: Iulian Băltăţescu. 

18 When analyzing a performance, the traditions of a given theatre and the wider context of the 
national traditions of theatre must be taken into consideration. It is a known fact that the theatrical language 
of contemporary Romanian theatre is more theatricalised than that of the Russian or Hungarian theatres. It 
is often called “realist” or even “microrealist.” 
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turns it into a representation of bare physical attraction. The effect is similar in the case of 

Lolita’s mother, Charlotte. When trying to seduce Humbert by illustrating the beauty of 

her garden, she shows him a huge, man-sized and woman-shaped lily. The lily is a 

possible hint at Lolita. Therefore, Charlotte’s gesture offered the girl to Humbert. This 

not only contradicts the theatre’s interpretation of the novel, but also the subsequent part 

of the performance. Theatricalization was manifested in the costume design as well. 

Valechka, Humbert’s European wife, was a woman with huge, stuffed buttocks; she was 

a grotesque and repelling being. At the end of the performance, in the flat of the perverted 

Quilty, there was a stylized pornographic scene with a real sexual tool, an inflatable doll.   

 Theatricalised language, contrary to scenic realism, could be seen in the acting as 

well. The characters, especially Humbert, used a kind of elevated, high-pitched sing-

song, which reflected the dynamics of the characters’ desires and feelings and not the 

realism of the moment. In the case of Humbert, cant turned to chant. In the opening 

scenes he “sang” his past. The prostitute he picked up in Europe, Monique, sang a French 

chanson and spoke to him in French. This cant, if it is not accompanied by intensive 

acting, easily becomes empty and formalized. 

 The animations and projections accompanying Humbert and Lolita’s travels in 

America represent Lolita’s “ideal consumer’s” world. The drawings are naive and 

childish but they are also ironic since they display the representative items of American 

consumer culture. This intense use of choreography, theatricalization, stylization and the 

abundance of props and “signs” in the mise en scene worked against Humbert’s internal 

drama on the stage. The relationship between the characters was underdeveloped and 

Humbert’s inner drama and introspection were insubstantial. The sexual innuendo that 
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was contained in the props reduced Lolita to a bare sexual object and prevented the 

character from resurrecting the ideal, lost childhood love. Humbert’s desire lacked 

anything other than what could be represented by the physical dimensions and it made his 

drama (psychologically, accurately interpreted by the actor) unmotivated. Lolita became 

just an abused child and Humbert became just a sick person. When Humbert loses Lolita 

in the play, he does not lose the other world or paradise in Nabokov’s sense. The 

dimensions of the performance were severely limited by the director’s interpretation. 

 However, the actor, Ştefan Iordache, was able to express depth, dramatic power 

and obsession when playing Humbert. His intense presence on the stage and his dramatic 

dynamism were evident despite the shallow and stilted theatricality of the piece. The 

young beginner Ana Ularu’s natural and unaffected acting provided a strong counterpoint 

to the pageantry of the surroundings in her theatrical world. Their duets and Humbert’s 

monologues created a human dimension in the performance, but it was eventually 

absorbed by idle theatricality. 

Apart from the dramatic staging of Lolita (the play of Albee or the adaptation of 

the novel), there were attempts to find other theatrical languages for staging Nabokov’s 

work. Two stylized languages seemed appropriate: opera and movement theatre (the 

popularity of the latter increased in the last two decades). The opera adaptation of Lolita 

was staged in Sweden in 1994. The music was composed by Rodion Shchedrin, and 

conducted by Mstislav Rostropovich. Contemporary dance performances were staged in 

different countries: Yakutsk in 1998, Greece in 2001, and Paris (opera) in 1994. A ballet 

was also staged based on Laughter in the Dark (the choreography was done by Roland 

Petit using Schönberg’s music). 
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So far the only Hungarian performance based on or inspired by Nabokov’s work 

is the Dream Team Theatre’s performance of Lolita, dear (1998-1999 theatre season) 

played in the Merlin Theatre, which received almost no attention from the critics. The 

performance was built on movement, contemporary dance and images, followed by a 

short quotation from the novel. The director, Mari Balázs, used the Nabokov novels 

(Lolita and Laughter in the Dark)  for inspiration, and did not intend to interpret them or 

follow their storyline. A silent film being projected on an upstage screen and the live 

show on the proscenium were equally important. The scenes of the silent film showed a 

young girl (Lolita-aged or even younger) in everyday situations, alone. One of the scenes 

was the nail varnishing scene (which recalled the famous opening scene from Kubrick’s 

film). In the performance, Lolita wiped off the nail polish, thus rejecting Humbert’s 

assistance, who remained unseen to the audience. The rhythm of the film was uneven due 

to the use of the freeze frames that were mixed with dynamic scenes. This technique 

created a kind of repetitiveness which suggested the mechanical recurrence of certain 

scenes. One example of this is when the girl in a nightgown was thrown on the bed as if 

there was no escape from the repetitive, mechanical actions. There was also a sheer 

curtain in front of the screen, which made Lolita’s silhouette soft and dim. Whatever was 

seen on the frame seemed to emerge from an unreal, dream-like mist. 

 In front of the still frame of the film, a tangled body rolled slowly on the stage 

(its position was a three dimensional copy of the picture behind it). The walking doll had 

long strings on her limbs to move them; the creature was only able to move in this way. 

Two men dressed in black appeared on the stage erratically searching for something. 
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They found the unprotected puppet and started to control and drag her, until one man 

prevailed over the other. 

The emphasis in the performance (and consequently the focus of the audience’s 

attention) shifts between the dimensions of the film and the live show; the two layers not 

only have a symbolic but also a direct connection and dialogue within the performance. 

For the men on the stage the girl in the film represents the unattainable subject of desire, 

while the marionette on the stage is the inferior copy of Lolita in the film. The central 

figure of the live show is the marionette that lacks the will and the ability to move; she is 

manipulated by the others with the help of her strings. Tünde Perfalvi, the dancer playing 

the puppet, sometimes imitated the stylized movements of a marionette or a mechanical 

ballerina. The two men and the marionette depicted all the possible relations and conflicts 

of a love triangle. On the stage, the live show of the actors revealed an increasingly trivial 

game (similar to the triviality of the relationships in Laughter in the Dark), a game 

expressing conquest, humiliation and exposure. The girl in the film was unattainable by 

the characters living in the three-dimensional world. In one of the scenes of the film, 

Lolita played hide-and-seek in the forest with one of the men from the stage. During this 

game, the childish (and slightly erotic) girl remained tragically unapproachable for the 

man. The simultaneity of these two different languages – film and movement theatre – 

emphasized the inaccessibility and intangibility of the girl-Lolita, who existed only in the 

dimensions of desire and dreams, while her earthly version, the marionette on the stage, 

was only an exposed creature that was manipulated by others. The film layer of the 

performance evinced the inspiration of Lolita, whereas the love triangle in the scene was 

influenced by the triviality of the story of Laughter in the Dark. Finally, in the last scene 
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of the performance, the two layers (and novels) became intertwined: only a man wearing 

dark glasses remained motionless and deflated on the stage (his rival deprived him of the 

marionette). He sat on an arm-chair with his back to the audience while the photograph of 

the girl was projected on the chair’s backrest. The blind and forsaken man was 

reminiscent of Albinus from Laughter in the Dark; the girl, lacking real dimensions, 

remained invisible and unattainable for the blind man forever. The Dream Team’s 

performance, despite limited devices, was a coherent performance with consistent use of 

visual and motion-related associations. 

As this overview indicates, it is essentially the Russian and East European theatre 

world that is engrossed in Nabokov. Although Nabokov is an American writer, American 

theatre does not seem to show an interest in staging his works: neither the plays (there 

have been a few, not very successful premieres so far) nor adaptations of the novels.19 

The unwillingness to stage adaptations may also stem from the traditions of American 

theatre, since it is basically a so-called “writer’s theatre” or a “playwright’s theatre” (in 

the symbolic hierarchy of theatre, the most important element is the text, not the 

director). Russian and, generally, Eastern-European theatre could be called a “director-

driven theatre” since it prefers autonomous interpretation of the original text, which plays 

a relatively minor role in shaping the director’s independent artistic decisions.  

The general nature of Nabokov’s texts as monologic structures raises frequent 

questions regarding the overall possibility or ability of staging them. Is Nabokov an 

                                                             
19 The so-called “pedophilic subject” of Lolita, due to the ongoing public debates, has made its 

staging untimely. The musical version of Lolita (“Lolita, My Love,” 1971) has never been staged either 
after an unsuccessful musical by John Barry and Alan Jay Lerner closed in Boston in 1971 while on a tour 
prior to Broadway. After opening in Philadelphia on February 16, 1971, the show got devastating reviews 
and immediately closed for more work. The show reopened in Boston but the production closed before its 
scheduled opening at the Mark Hellinger Theatre, the site of many previous Lerner triumphs; it lost 
$900,000 (Mandelbaum, Ken. Not Since Carrie. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991). 
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author for the stage? – this is a question often asked by the critics and often negatively 

answered. As with many other philosophical writings by “monological” authors from 

Tolstoy to Proust and Kafka, these texts still can inspire relevant theatre productions.  

This survey has shown that Russian (and also the Hungarian and Romanian) 

performances are almost entirely dramatic performances. In their mise en scene, music 

and movement theatre devices play an important role, as do the genres of circus, music 

hall, cabaret, puppet show, ballet, etc. There are two reasons for the appearance of these 

genres when staging Nabokov. On the one hand, the trend can be explained by the 

Nabokov texts themselves; these various genres greatly influenced the original novels; 

thus, their use in the performances is justified. On the other hand, the aesthetics of the 

millennial theatre, the artistic principals and language of the musical theatre and 

movement theatre not only invade dramatic theatre but often oppress it. (This shift in 

genres is often regarded as the result of making concessions to the mass culture.) The 

concurrence of the language of contemporary theatre and Nabokov’s texts was well 

timed. Nabokov adaptations were able to benefit from the different experimental 

languages of the 1990s. The theatrical devices and conventions analyzed above in certain 

cases supersede the language of the dramatic theatre. These conventions are suitable for 

representing Nabokovian theatricality but they fail to represent the dichotomy of here and 

there. The theatre has been able to represent only that aspect of Nabokov’s works that 

deals with this world, one that is, at times, described as “fake.” The other world, which is 

contrasted in Nabokov’s prose with the fake one, remains veiled. Theatre has found 

Nabokov’s theatricality, but the artistic devices for representing the Nabokovian other 

world on stage have yet to be discovered. 
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