Thinking About the Definition of
Mimesis Through the Texts of Vladimir Nabokov

Mitsunori Sagae

The main aim of this paper is to illustrate the meaning of ‘mimesis’ from the point of
view of literary theory, and to consider the possibility of applying it to an analysis of
Vladimir Nabokov’s literary texts (VN). ‘Mimesis’ in Auerbach’s work was defined as a
means used to describe reality. Given that he declared himself to be against the tendency
to seek reality in literature, how can this term be applied to the analysis of VN’s texts? In
order to find an answer to this question, one needs to consider other semantic aspects
included in the meaning of this word. In particular, when it comes to the analysis of VN’s
texts, this term could be applied to defining the description of details contained in his
works made in opposition to narrativity (diegesis). We can also use this term to mean
understanding readings related to classic literary texts, which were the main topic of
VN’s lectures at Cornell and Harvard.

The paper takes into consideration different ways of analysing the intertexual
relationship between classic literary texts, which represented the main topics of VN’s
lectures and his own works, including not only his novels in English but also those in
Russian. The author focuses his attention particularly on those novels VN wrote before
he gave his lectures on European and Russian Literature. That will allow us to specify the
means of understanding both texts and the description of details in his works. It will also

allow us to find common elements between VN and other writers.
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