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Nabokov and Hearn:
Where the Transatlantic Imagination Meets the Transpacific

Imagination

AKIKUSA Shun’ichiro

In his prolific youth Nabokov collected his poems, after completing them, in a series
of holographic notebooks now preserved in the New York Public Library. In one such notebook
he drew an elaborate title page featuring a butterfly spread as if in a collection. Beneath this he
quoted an obscure Japanese poem, and identified it in parentheses as “Japanese hokku.” The short

poem reads:

Cho wo oli
Kokoro-mochitashi

Itsumademo!

The three lines form a flawless haiku, which have been translated into English as: “I

122

would like to have the youthful mind to chase butterflies forever!” The poem seems a perfect
motto for Nabokov, the eternal butterfly hunter. Yet Nabokov’s reference is puzzling, since—
although he was versed in three languages—he never learned Japanese. Where did Nabokov come
across this tristich?

We discover the missing piece of the puzzle in yet another cosmopolitan—Patrick
Lafcadio Hearn (1850-1904). Hearn’s most famous work—Kwaidan (1904)—is largely understood
as a collection of haunting, supernatural Japanese tales. However, the same volume also features
“Insect-studies,” of which Hearn was quite fond. In the section entitled “Butterflies,” Hearn
introduces a number of Japanese legends and poems related to the butterfly. The section includes
English translations as well as transliterations. In “Butterflies” we find the very haiku (originally
penned by Sancho, a minor poet who lived in the Edo period) that Nabokov cited in his notebook.
In 1923, Houghton Mifflin republished Hearn’s Kwaidan under the title The Writings of Lafcadio
Hearn. Nabokov most certainly read the large paper edition and proceeded to use the impressive
Japanese poem as an epigraph in his notebook.

The influence of Hearn’s “Butterflies” can also be seen in Nabokov’s other works, such as

“Christmas” and 4Ada. In my study, I will discuss the hitherto unexamined relationship of the two
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extraterritorial writers. I hope to demonstrate that this small poem was not merely an epigraph to

Nabokov’s notebook, but his whole life.
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