Julio Wong-Smith
Russian 17
Professor Handsome and Generous and Did I Mention Your Nice Smile?

How Hermann Got His Groove Back
Well, Professor, you finally got me to write a paper. You begged, you even pleaded, and
here it is. Are you happy? Because Hermann Karlovich certainly isn’t and neither am I. But since
essentially, I figure someone should get what they want out of this whole painful, soul-crushing,
Russian endeavor here is my paper on Nabokov’s (really Microsoft? Your spell-check doesn’t
even recognize one of the most recognized Russian authors in history? Have you not been
actually updated since the Cold War or something?) novel Despair. Even you can’t say I didn’t
really try. Not that I mean you’re negative or anything. I don’t want to imply that. It’s just that,
even after I showed up to class every day this whole semester, you still can’t mange to look and
be happy when you see me. I can tell. You can’t hide it from me. And it’s not like I need your
excellent approval, but it would be nice, you know. Just a small acknowledgment that you
appreciate my existence. A quiet hello. A nod of the head. Allowing me to sleep when you go
right off the topic during your lectures. Seriously, what’s with that? I thought you were maybe
supposed to make an outline beforehand or something. Anyway. Sorry. That needed to come out.
So, I know you wanted me to talk about the “aesthetics” of this book, but that’s a really
intimidating word—I mean, it’s so big and fancy with its two consecutive vowels. Anyway, my
point is, you’ll have to give me some lead up time before I really get down to business because
it’s 2 AM and I’m tired and scared. I actually kind of feel like that hedgehog that gets lost in the
fog on his way to visit his bear friend, it’s Russian so I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.
Speaking of bears, I was surprised by the lack of bears in Despair. Russians like bears, right? So
why didn’t Nabokov give Hermann a little bear friend or something? I was reading and all I

could think was “Where are all the медведи (note the use of Cyrillic)?” It was distracting and
then I found myself googling “Pictures of Russian Bears” and I forgot that my roommate keeps
turning off the safe search function on my computer because he thinks it’s funny and so when I
googled “Pictures of Russian Bears”—Sweet Jesus! I’ve seen things, Professor, I’ve seen things.
And this all could have been avoided if Nabokov had written about some damn bears, like any
sensible Russian would have. In fact, the whole reason I didn’t start this essay sooner was
because I couldn’t stop thinking about the lack of bears in the novel. The title even kind of
rhymes with bears: “bears,” “Despair.” Am I right? Hermann could have totally used a bear
friend, too. I mean, who doesn’t like bears? There’s Baloo and Kukalaka and Fozzie and The
Three Bears. You can’t tell me that Hermann wouldn’t have totally loved The Three Bears; they
could have killed people together. Plus, adding bears would make Despair way more accessible.
Nabokov has Hermann say things like, “a damned good fool I have made of someone…gentle
reader, look at yourself” (pg. 1 of the essay prompt). Put that in the mouth of a bear and it would
be far less annoying. A little slobbery, perhaps, but at least it wouldn’t make me angry with the
author. I mean, wow. Way to patronize your readers, Nabokov. Oh, I should probably start a new
paragraph because this one is getting really long.
So, as I was saying: everyone loves bears. In fact, people love them so much that Bears

have been hunted since prehistoric times for their meat and fur. To this day, they
play a prominent role in the arts, mythology, and other cultural aspects of various
human societies. In modern times, the bear's existence has been pressured
through the encroachment on its habitats and the illegal trade of bears and bear
parts, including the Asian bile bear market. The IUCN lists six bear species
as vulnerableor endangered, and even least concern species such as the brown
bear are at risk of extirpation in certain countries. The poaching and international
trade of these most threatened populations is prohibited, but still ongoing.
That looks different because I copy-pasted it from Wikipedia, but since I’m acknowledging my
source it’s not plagiarism, right? Oh, God. Please don’t let it be plagiarism.

As a testament to the mass appeal of bears, Tim Berryman—a non-Russian I met during a
party in some apartment building in Brooklyn—offered this joke just moments after I met him:
There was this town that got invaded by bears. There were hundreds of them. They
blocked traffic and rummaged through garbage cans and started eating children right in
front of their parents. The children’s parents. Not the bears’s parents. The bears’s parents
ate the children’s parents right in front of the children. Not the bears’s children, but the
children’s children. No, wait. That’s not right. The parent’s children. The ones who are
bears who did the eating. Whatever. Are you going to finish that beer? In short, these
beers—I mean bears—were causing real problems, what with the mauling and property
destruction and all. Then, all of a sudden, they became really nice. Instead of
dismembering and consuming innocents, they started giving children rides on their backs.
They’d cuddle with orphans and help the police catch criminals. They became model
citizens and everyone was glad to have them around. Then, all of a sudden, they turned
mean again and rampaged through the town until the streets were awash with blood. It
turned out they were bipolar bears (Berryman, Sofa of a Brooklyn Apartment).
So yeah. People love bears. People love jokes. People love jokes about bears—I can’t
figure out why Nabokov doesn’t understand this.
Let’s see. That anecdote used up about 150 words? Hm. Let’s take a moment and admire
its professional MLA-approved format.
My! That’s some fine looking MLA!
Really puts the polish on this outstanding
essay!

(You know, I think formatting is a really
underappreciated thing in essays. Like neck muscles. Do you ever think about how much you
need neck muscles? I had this dream where I lost my neck muscles and it was just awful. Well

aside from the part leading up to the loss, where I was a millionaire living in the castle at
Disneyland. That was nice.)
Look, by now I think it’s pretty clear that Nabokov made a huge error by not including
bears in Despair, but if you’re not convinced yet, let me give you an example. Here is a passage
without bears:
At the next corner I slipped into the glass booth of a public telephone and rang up
Ardalion: it was necessary to do something about him as I had decided long ago that this
meddlesome portrait-painter was the only person of whom I ought to beware. Let
psychologists clear up the question whether it was the simulation of nearsightedness that
by association prompted me to act at once toward Ardalion as I had long intended to act,
or was it, on the contrary, my constantly reminding myself of his dangerous eyes that
gave me the idea of feigning nearsightedness (Nabokov 125, it’s funny because I once
knew this guy born on the fifth of December and what are the chances that I would
randomly open up the book to page 125 while writing this essay? The universe is crazy).
Boring, right? Okay. Now here’s the same passage, but with bears:
At the next corner I slipped into the glass booth of a public telephone and rang up Misha,
my bear friend.
“Misha,” I said. “I need you to do me a favor. You know that meddlesome
portrait-painter Ardalion? Yeah…I need him to disappear. Uh-huh. Yeah. That’d be
great. Make it look like an accidental mauling. No, no. I want the police to be able to
recognize him when you’re done. It sends a message, you know what I mean? Well,
okay. You can use your teeth, but just a little—I mean, you’re right, there’s no reason to
make it too easy for the police. But, uh, no fire this time. Yeah. Exactly. And look where
Winnie-the-Pooh ended up. Uh-huh. Well, sure. Eating his legs would be fine. What’s
that, Misha? Oh, yeah. I’ll pick up some porridge on my way home. Are we still on for
drinks at 9?” (Wong-Smith, a computer).
So much better. It jumped about twenty points on the awesome scale with the addition of bears.
I’m sure if John Updike read my version, he wouldn’t say something cliché like, “Nabokov
writes prose the only way it should be written, that is, ecstatically” (Upper-left corner of the back
cover of the novel). He’d probably say, “Julio Wong-Smith breathes new life into Nabokov’s
work. He is truly a master of all things Xtreme…one of the most profound examinations of the

sublime friendship that exists between a bear and a man” (Upper-left corner of the back cover of
the unpublished work Despair: A Love Story Or How Misha Ate St. Petersburg).
Oh snap! Look at that! I made it to the fifth page. I didn’t think this moment would ever
come. Honestly, I’m so relieved. My rump was starting to hurt because my desk chair is really
uncomfortable. Apparently the college doesn’t think that students might actually use them.
Seriously. You try writing an essay while sitting in one of these modern day Judas Chairs. Oh
man. I just realized this essay has nothing to do with the prompt.
It would have really improved the aesthetics of the book if there were some bears in it.
There. All better.
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