


















Nabokov seems to have experienced something like 

the feelings that Spender privately reported to friends 

about his own experience of the scandal. The only 

person, Spender said, who had fully supported him at 

the time was his wife Natasha, and whatever 

temptations he might sometimes feel, he could never 

leave her. Nabokov, when the crisis occurred, had 

been living for two years with Dominique Cibiel, a 

talented young French photographer, later his fifth 

wife (her portraits of writers appear frequently in 

these pages), and he seems to have abandoned what 

he called his consecutive polygamy during the twelve 

years he spent with her afterward, until his death in 

1978. 

Auden remarked of Nabokov at the time he was 

working for the congress that he had not fulfilled his 

talents because "he cannot bear to be long enough 

alone." Now that Nabokov had left public life, 

Auden-characteristically masking sympathy with 

brusqueness-pressured him into composing an 

opera based on Shakespeare's Love's Labour's Lost for 

which Auden and Chester Kallman wrote the libretto. 

Auden seems to have used Shakespeare's plot as a 

gently instructive allegory of Nabokov's career and 

the direction Auden thought it should now take: as 

the opera begins, the king and his courtiers hope to 

build an enlightened community, but they are 

distracted by love until, at the end, a sudden 

revelation of mortality startles them into a year of 

voluntary, contemplative solitude. Nabokov 

composed the opera in a mood of "continuous 

pleasure," undistracted by the task of getting other 

people's music performed at festivals. 

In the years after the premiere of Love's Labor's Lost

in 1973 Nabokov finally completed his memoirs, and 

found time to make frequent journeys to Jerusalem, 

"the only city I really love." In his last years he was, 

with unexpected serenity, becoming himself. 
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