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Tolstoy knows; Chekhov watches; and Nabokov throws sand in his readers’ eyes. This paper explores the ways three major authors both represent and perform the possibilities and limitations of human knowledge within their literary creations. Guided by the assumption that all art, including literary art, constitutes a form of knowledge, I examine how the narrative and representational strategies of these three authors differ based on their attitudes toward what can be known. Tolstoy’s sensitivity to the distorting effects of mind and memory does not prevent him from crafting texts that exude confidence in the possibility of knowledge. Chekhov’s meticulous objectivity and near-scientific distance from his subjects offers a clear perspective on facts in the world: yet these collections of empirical observations do not tend to move beyond seeing to implications of knowing. In Nabokov’s works, knowledge itself becomes a satirical antihero in many of the works, with conglomerations of facts, judgments, and fantasies striving for primacy in the reader’s consciousness, resulting in stories about knowledge that demonstrate its extreme tenuousness. For Tolstoy, knowledge comes from the Author; for Chekhov it resides in the world; and for Nabokov, it pretends to appear—and then fades to black.




