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“Dostoevski,” for Nabokov, is, (in)famously, “not a great writer, but a rather mediocre one,” “with flashes of excellent humor” and “wastelands of literary platitudes in between,” whose grade(s) for writing performance, as allocated by Professor Nabokov, would fluctuate between a D minus and a C plus at most (Lectures 98). Despite all this scorn, Nabokov’s art is, nevertheless, significantly indebted to the “morbid mediocrity.” In his work, Nabokov not only reveals a profound knowledge of Dostoevsky’s idiosyncratic themes and patterns, but even involuntarily betrays traces of hidden influence. Among a few of Nabokov’s writings (The Eye, Pale Fire, The Gift, Lolita, and Ada) that contain explicit and veiled allusions to Dostoevsky and creatively play with his pet themes (child molestation, the double, “ideological” crime), Despair (1934) stands out as the work which displays the most prominent array of the Dostoevsky intertexts. The novel is permeated with numerous (mock-)allusions to and parodies of The Double, Notes from Underground, Crime and Punishment, Idiot and The Brothers Karamazov. The present paper deals with one of those Dostoevsky intertexts—Notes from  Underground (1864). The analysis of the Notes intertext in Despair allows uncovering the hidden roots of Nabokov’s seemingly puzzling dislike of Dostoevsky: the utter incompatibility of their artistic world views. Dostoevsky’s democratic dialogic position towards his hero (in Bakhtinian terms, a fully valid “thou”) turns out to be viscerally alien to Nabokov's dictatorial “monologism,” where the primacy of the authorial consciousness is established once and for all over that of the hero, “a galley slave.” Through untangling of the Notes intertext, Despair is read as the struggle for authorship between the Dostoevskian hero, Hermann, and Nabokov-the Author, ending in the artful defeat of Dostoevsky by the unforgiving descendant Nabokov who, however, cannot help but define himself against his literary predecessor. 

