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ainting is the art form that, after literature, interested Nabokov the most, and 

discussions of it figure prominently in The Gift. Gerard de Vries, Donald B. 

Johnson, and Gavriel Shapiro, in their recent fine studies of art in Nabokov’s 

writings, deal mostly with historical artists and their actual works, but there are quite a 

few invented artists and masked styles of visual art in his prose that require special 

attention as well.  

The artist Vsevolod Romanov presents quite a peculiar case to readers of The Gift 

for two reasons: the descriptions of his paintings look tantalizingly palpable, but no 

plausible prototypes for these have been identified so far. What is more, the 

compositional principles of Romanov’s pictures are strikingly reminiscent of Nabokov’s 

own devices, as articulated in the famous last sentence of Speak, Memory referring to a 

puzzle (“Find what the sailor has hidden”; 310). And although the very worldview of 

Romanov conflicts with Fyodor’s aesthetic choices, one cannot deny that the artist 

possesses a gift – something that gives him a paradoxical kinship with the protagonist: 

P 
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This Romanov was of quite a different cut. Lorentz developed a sullen attachment 

to him, but since the day of Romanov’s first exhibition (in which he showed his 

portrait of Countess d’X, stark naked with corset marks on her stomach, holding her 

own self diminished to one-third life-size) had considered him a madman and a 

swindler. Many, however, were captivated by the young artist’s bold and original 

gift; extraordinary successes were predicted for him and some even saw in him the 

originator of a neonaturalist school: after passing through all the trials of so-called 

modernism, he was said to have arrived at a renovated, interesting and somewhat 

cold narrative art. (The Gift 58) 

 

                             
 

“Countess d’X, stark naked with corset marks on her stomach,  
holding her own self diminished to one-third life-size…” 

 
Salvador Dalí. Venus de Milo with Drawers (1936).      René Magritte. Dangerous Liaisons (1926). 
Original plaster of 1936 with metal knobs on the         Oil on canvas. Private collection 
drawers and white fur tuft covers. 98 x 32.5 x 34 cm.  
Private collection 

 
It is Romanov who invites Fyodor to a party where there is to be a young woman whom 

he has never met by the name of Zina Mertz. Naturally, Fyodor declines the invitation, 



NOJ / НОЖ: Nabokov Online Journal, Vol. IV / 2010 

 
 

 

but the odd link between the false Muse and Fyodor’s true future Muse should not be 

overlooked. The English word “gift” and the German noun “Gift” (poison) have the 

common Germanic ancestor “geban” = “to give”; the homophone word for “to poison” 

used to be “vergeben.” Romanov’s “venomous” gift is deeply ambiguous, very much like 

that of the writer Ferdinand in Nabokov’s short story “Spring in Fialta” (1936). Notably, 

Romanov’s last name contains the Russian root “roman,” meaning a “novel,” making its 

bearer a kind of a counterpart to Fyodor’s endeavors, but in the realm of visual arts.  

Simon Karlinsky, it seems, was correct in his early comment regarding the origins 

of Romanov, although this hypothesis has not been developed further. Karlinsky asserted 

that Nabokov enjoys devising and describing imaginary paintings which he then ascribes 

to his fictional painters in the same way as Thomas Mann devised and described the 

musical compositions of his hero in Doctor Faustus. The personality and the artistic 

development of the painter Vsevolod Romanov in The Gift, Karlinsky suggests, may 

contain a few remote references to the career of Nabokov’s fellow émigré, Pavel 

Tchelitchew. It is also true that Romanov’s paintings, as described in the novel, evoke the 

works of Henri Rousseau, Salvador Dali, or Rene Magritte (the paintings in the stage 

directions and discussed in several of Magritte’s speeches recall the work of Tchelitchew 

himself and so, incidentally, does the imaginary portrait of Sebastian Knight, with its 

reflecting pool and aquatic spider; Karlinsky 1967). Osbert Sitwell compares 

Tchelitchew’s contribution to Western art with the impact of Russian literary 

expansionism in the nineteenth century, “when the first Russian novelists became 

engaged in the writing of the European novel”: “He is, in fact, the first Russian 

painter of western power and originality, and counts, in the same way as does El 

Greco as a painter, or Dostoevsky as a novelist, as a European” (Sitwell 115). 

After Karlinsky made his passing suggestion public, Alfred Appel asked Nabokov 

in a 1970 interview: “What of Tchelitchew, whose ‘Hide and Seek’… in part describes 

the experience of reading one of your novels?” Nabokov’s short, categorical answer is 

remarkable in that, for anyone who knows the master’s habits, it only invites further 

inquiry: “I know Tchelitchew’s work very little” (Strong Opinions 171).  

Tchelitchew’s life and artistic success in the West, nevertheless, resemble that of 

Nabokov himself (including the frequent accusations by émigré critics that Nabokov’s 
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prose exemplifies a “cold narrative art”). The son of a Russian landowner who lost 

everything in the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, Pavel Tchelitchew (1898–1957) first 

gained artistic recognition in Berlin, where he developed a predilection for outrageous 

blues and pinks. Gertrude Stein noticed Tchelitchew’s entry in the 1925 Salon 

D’Automne, Basket of Strawberries (1925), and bought the entire contents of his studio. 

In addition to becoming an accomplished painter, Tchelitchew also turned out to be one 

of the most innovative stage designers of the period: he designed sets for Rimsky-

Korsakov’s The Wedding Feast of the Boyar (1922) and met Sergei Diaghilev, 

director of Paris’s Ballets Russes. The painter then settled in Paris, where he joined 

the circle of Gertrude Stein, who hailed him as the next Picasso (see Tyler for a more 

detailed account of Tchelitchew’s biography).  

Let us examine Nabokov’s statement from the Appel interview a little more 

closely. In fact, he does not deny being familiar with Tchelitchew at all, admitting rather 

that his knowledge of Tchelitchew’s art was limited (“very little”). Nabokov learned of 

Tchelitchew’s works in Berlin and Paris, and most probably met him in person when he 

collaborated with the Bluebird, the famous Russian cabaret in Berlin (Brian Boyd does 

not claim that Nabokov and Tchelitchew crossed paths, but he does mention that both 

worked for the same theater in late 1923 and early 1924; Russian Years 227). Nabokov 

may also have kept track of the painter’s work through his cousin, the composer Nicolas. 

Along with Diaghilev, the latter had closely collaborated with the émigré artist on the 

French production of his ballet, Ode, during 1928. Tchelitchew was responsible for the 

stage decorations (N. Nabokov, Baggage 188-194). Besides this, Tchelitchew’s paintings 

were frequently exhibited in Europe (Galerie Flechtcheim, Berlin, 1923; Galerie Henri, 

1924; Salon d’Automne, 1925; Neo-Romantics, Galerie Druet, 1926, all three held in 

Paris).  

It is hard to know whether Fyodor’s creator was aware of the artist’s patronymic 

(“Fyodorovich,” meaning “son of Fyodor”), but his strange last name, Tchelitchew, 

(pronounced “Che’-lee-shchef”), must certainly have caught Nabokov’s refined ear and 

drawn his attention. In fact, it is pretty close to the parameters that the author of The Gift 

had outlined for himself while looking for the second part of Fyodor Godunov’s last 

name: it had to be made up of three syllables and to contain at least one hissing sound! 
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Tchelitchew left Russia in 1920 and moved to Paris in 1923, at which point his 

style changed dramatically, moving away from Constructivist and Cubo-Futurist 

influences to his familiar representational works involving symbolic eggs, constellations, 

and so on, and from there to figures, such as in The Juggler (1931). In Paris he became 

the ideological leader of a group of artists practicing what was known in France as Néo-

Humanisme (compare this with “the originator of a neonaturalist school” in The Gift); 

these artists “specialized in dream-like landscapes and figures in somber, usually blue, 

tonalities” (Prokopoff). Here is how Nabokov describes the early stages of Romanov’s 

development as an artist:  

 

In his early works a certain trace of the cartoonist’s style was still evident – for 

example, in that thing of his called “Coincidence,” where, on an advertising post, 

among the vivid, remarkably harmonious colors of playbills, astral names of 

cinemas and other transparent motley, one could read a notice about a lost diamond 

necklace (with a reward to the finder), which necklace lay right there on the 

sidewalk, at the very foot of the post, its innocent fire sparkling. (The Gift 58) 

 

While this plot point bears some resemblance to Maupassant’s short story, 

“The Necklace” (1881), it is Tchelitchew’s method of concealing images within 

images that is central here. Quite typical for Tchelitchew’s works, this approach can 

be traced back to the late 1920s, when in his appealing landscapes (blue hills, 

autumnal foliage, streaming clouds) a leafless tree may, for instance, “render up a 

figure standing with its back to us, its contours coinciding with those of the tree 

limbs” (Davenport 259); clouds become hair and distant cliffs in the sea can actually 

form heads with faces, as in his set for Balanchine’s ballet, Apollon Musagète (1928).  
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Pavel Tchelitchew. The set design for ballet Apollon Musagète (1928) 

 
The process of discovering a hidden image turns observers of Tchelitchew’s 

pictures into the players in a challenging game. The “hide and seek” principle is also 

Romanov’s core artistic device as described by Nabokov. Of course, it would be 

difficult to match any specific works by Tchelitchew with those ascribed to a 

fictional artist, but distant echoes and clear parallels in methods are evident: “In 

[Romanov’s] ‘Autumn,’ though, the black tailor’s dummy with its ripped side, dumped 

in a ditch among magnificent maple leaves, was already expressiveness of a purer 

quality; connoisseurs found in it an abyss of sadness” (The Gift 58); compare this to 

Tchelitchew’s “Autumn leaves” (1939; gouache, watercolor, pen and ink). What 

matters, most likely, is not an exact replication but the parallelism in principles of 

artistic composition. 
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Pavel Tchelitchew. Autumn leaves (1939).  

Christie’s Impressionist/Modern Works on Paper, London  
(Lot 270, Sale: CKS7832, February 3, 2010) 

 
Despite the fact that he moved to the United States in 1934, Tchelitchew 

continued to spend his summers in Europe until the outbreak of the war. His artistic 

development at that time was marked by metamorphic works, followed by ‘interior 

landscapes’ of the human body and finally by stellar compositions. Tchelitchew 

sought to define an imagery of the soul’s journey to immortality. A visitor to 

Tchelitchew’s studio in 1937 described a huge canvas: “Small in the center was the face 

of an old woman, a tormented, wrinkled face – as if under a lens; above that a tennis 

court with naked figures on it below a glacier prospect made of ice-heads, infants packed 

in as though they were rounded ice cubes in a modern refrigerator... Siamese twins, 

women with six breasts, acephalic monsters, three-legged children, double-headed 

monsters, sexual freaks, dwarfs, giants, achondroplastic midgets, Mongolian idiots and 

the starved, bloated, misshapen by idea and social accident – of all the walks of life” 

(Williams 398). This work is usually characterized as an offshoot of Surrealism, but was 

also greatly indebted to Russian Symbolist painting from the turn of the century. 

Tchelitchew never abandoned his fondness for “the macabre Romanticism in the style 

of Mikhail Vrubel” (Alley 716). Incidentally, The Gift also features a fictional painter, 

Vrublyov (The Gift 39), a hybrid of Vrubel and Rublyov. The best-known Russian icon 

painter, Andrei Rublyov (1360?–1430), used a palette of pure and bright colors. Vrubel 
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(1856–1910), one of the major artists in the Russian Art Nouveau movement, went mad 

towards the end of his life because he failed to convey his imagery on canvas, which was 

simply too limited for his richly apocalyptic visions.  

 

  
Pavel Tchelitchew. Phenomena (1936–38). Moscow, Tret’yakov Gallery 

 

The description above of a work in progress most certainly refers to 

Tchelitchew’s Phenomena (1936–38). Basing his model of Hell, Purgatory and Paradise 

on the cosmic vision of Renaissance Neo-Platonists, Tchelitchew developed a complex 

iconography in a lengthy sequence of allegorical pictures, left unfinished at the time of 

his death. As preparation for the first element of his allegory, Hell, Tchelitchew 

completed several series of paintings containing sleeping figures, figures composed of 

found objects, freaks, bullfights and tennis matches. As in the narrative of The Gift, 

Tchelitchew embeds himself into the picture: the artist appears in this desperate 

environment of a modern Hell in the role of a trapped visitor (Prokopoff). Also featuring 

lesbian Gertrude Stein and nude male figures, the canvas aroused violent reactions on the 

part of reviewers. Tchelitchew himself was a homosexual; what is more, according to 

one source, Nabokov’s own brother, Sergei, who perished in the Nazi concentration 

camp, at one time allegedly belonged to the Tchelitchew gay community in Paris 

(Sternweiler 189). 
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The Gift had already been completed when Tchelitchew painted the large 

composition for which he is best known, Hide and Seek, although numerous studies 

for this large painting are dated by the late 1930s.  

 

  
 

Pavel Tchelitchew. Hide-and-Seek (1940–42). Oil on canvas. Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund.  
The Museum of Modern Art, New York 

 
In this treatment of Purgatory, Tchelitchew related nature to procreation and 

growth, showing plant and human forms to be similar in their physical structures and 

purposes:  “One child’s face resolves at closer inspection into mushrooms, dandelions, 

dew into vine tendrils, and these in among these are elfin children still. Organizing all 

this we can make out a cycle of the seasons, the ages of man, sexual organs human and 

vegetable, life as a game and biological process, a lyric and informed affirmation of the 

synthesis of flesh and spirit, and a network of allusions concerning the Tree of Life, 

innocence and vitality, natural design, fate” (Davenport 260). The idea for the painting 

seems to have germinated from some studies of an ancient tree in Sussex made as 

early as in 1934, a tree in which the painter saw a likeness to a large, gnarled, open 



NOJ / НОЖ: Nabokov Online Journal, Vol. IV / 2010 

 
 

 

hand, with its fingers about to close into a grasp; its root system looked to him like a 

foot. Romanov’s painting also has a tree at its center: 
 

But his best work to date remained one that had been acquired by a discerning 

tycoon and had already been extensively reproduced, called “Four Citizens 

Catching a Canary”; all four were in black, broad-shouldered, tophatted (although 

for some reason one of them was barefoot), and placed in odd, exultant and at the 

same time wary poses beneath the strikingly sunny foliage of a squarely trimmed 

linden tree in which hid the bird, perhaps the one that had escaped from my 

shoemaker’s cage. I was obscurely thrilled by Romanov’s strange, beautiful, yet 

venomous art; I perceived in it both a forestalling and a forewarning: having far 

outdistanced my own art, it simultaneously illuminated for it the dangers of the 

way. As for the man himself, I found him boring to the point of revulsion. (The Gift 

59) 

     
 
“All four were in black, broad-shouldered, tophatted…”             “the bird, perhaps the one that had  
René Magritte. The Menaced Assassin (1927).     escaped from my shoemaker’s cage”  
Oil on canvas. Museum of Modern Art, New York      René Magritte. Elective Affinities (1933). 

Oil on canvas. Private collection 
 

Even if Tchelitchew, the “only living painter who can rival Picasso, [who] 

continually experiments and passes on to new modes of expression” (Sitwell 115), 

did serve as a partial inspiration for the image of Romanov, it is more plausible that the 
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descriptions of his works in The Gift represent a mosaic of many paintings typical for the 

European Expressionist movement that was fashionable during the early decades of the 

twentieth century. Gavriel Shapiro suggests that Nabokov became more familiar with 

German Expressionist art after his emigration to Western Europe, and later when he 

settled in the German capital after graduation. Nabokov could certainly have seen a great 

deal of this art in German periodicals such as Der Sturm (1910-32), which reproduced 

many works of German Expressionism along with those of Russian-born painters – Marc 

Chagall, Natalia Goncharova, and Vasily Kandinsky (Shapiro 166). Although the writer 

nowhere directly voiced an opinion on German Expressionist art, Shapiro believes that 

Nabokov must have had an aversion to its perception of the world because of the focus on 

the sociopolitical; on the contrary, the aesthete Nabokov claims that a real work of art 

carries no “message” and “has no importance whatever to society” (Strong Opinions 33).  

Nonetheless, as with Tchelitchew and his use of certain attractive compositional 

techniques, Nabokov and Expressionists had shared interests in the depiction of such 

subjects as urban life, sports, crime, prostitution, mannequins, war cripples, and resorts. 

German painters such as George Grosz, along with their Soviet counterparts (Alexander 

Deineka, Alexander Samokhvalov, and others), occasionally politicized sports and saw in 

them a means for creating a “new man.” Regardless of their ideological affiliation, as 

Gavriel Shapiro remarks, the painters who depicted athletic activities by and large appear 

to have been captivated by the dynamism of sports’ fierce physical encounters and by the 

competitive spirit of the events. This is evident in Henri Rousseau’s The Football Players 

(1908), Max Beckmann’s Football Players (1929) (Shapiro 169), Alexander Deineka’s 

Football (1924; there was a sketch for the Soviet journal Krasnaia Niva under the same 

title in 1927), and others.  
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Henri Rousseau. The Football Players (1908),  
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 

 

         
Alexander Deineka, Football (1924)               Max Beckmann, Football Players (1929) 

 
 
Soccer, hockey, and boxing, along with tennis, were among Nabokov’s favorites 

too. It is likely no coincidence that the last Romanov canvas mentioned in the novel is 

also devoted to soccer: 
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You know his “Footballer”? There’s a reproduction in this magazine, here it 

is. The pale, sweaty, tensely distorted face of a player depicted from top to 

toe preparing at full speed to shoot with terrible force at the goal. (The Gift 

181) 

 

 
Pavel Tchelitchew. “Boxers” (recto); “Study of Artist” (verso), 1925 

Gouache on paper (32.3 x 23.8 cm) 
 
As an artist Tchelitchew was fascinated by the vitality of sports, and the 

quotation above can easily be applied to his painting Boxers (1925). Even more 

fascinating is that the reverse side of the canvas, akin to a Matryoshka or a box-within-a-

box composition, has a faceless self-portrait of an artist holding a frame, thus making the 

entire construct a triple frame within a frame within a picture. Since childhood, boxing 

was a hobby of Nabokov’s. He sang its praises in his early poetry and prose (especially in 

Glory), and once even reported on a match between professional boxers, 

Breitenstrater and Paolino, in December 1925 (published in the newspaper Slovo; 

reprinted in Sobranie sochinenii I: 749-54). 

According to Nabokov, “every creator is a plotter; and all the pieces 

impersonating his ideas on the board were here as conspirators and sorcerers. Only in the 

final instant was their secret spectacularly revealed” (G172). A possible parallel to 

Nabokov’s and Andrey Bely’s metaphysical aesthetics of deception in art is found in this 

passage from Zapiski chudaka (Notes of an Eccentric): “Thus every novel is a game of 
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hide and seek with the reader; and the aim of the architectonics, the phrase is exclusively 

— to lead the reader’s eye away from the sacred point, the birth of myth” (Vol. 1, 63; 

italics added). The praxis of both writers is to conceal or complicate that which is most 

important (Alexandrov, “Nabokov and Bely” 362). Interestingly, Guy Davenport, who 

could not stand Nabokov but adored Tchelitchew, juxtaposed the writer and the artist 

in the same breath: “Like Nabokov, and Stravinsky, and Chagall, [Tchelitchew] took 

with him into his lifetime’s exile a Russian childhood that became mythological over 

the years and served him as the Greek and Roman myths served Ovid in his exile in 

the Caucasus” (Davenport 323).  
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