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Movie Essay: The Luzhin Defense

On Nihilism

Is it worth it to have a normal life and to give up one’s obsession?  It is happiness or achievement that is more important?  The movie answers this second question, I suppose, in favor of achievement, but it spares the protagonist the agony of having to go this route.  From a third person perspective, more achievement is better than more happiness in another person, which cannot be directly sensed by an oustide observer.

The ending, however, recalls an earlier moment when Luzhin is told that if he keeps playing chess, it will kill him.  Although we may get the sense that chess has slain him, ascribing causality to any event, let alone the defenestration in the movie, is not so simply achieved.  If we were to assume that chess killed Luzhin, we, the viewers, would feel a sense of vindication knowing that Luzhin’s ideas during life triumphed after death.  What would be harder to accept is the reality that Luzhin’s death had no cause except Luzhin’s mental illness and that that illness had no prescribed cause at all.  Really, Luzhin died without any meaning, an existentialist view available, I think, in Nabakov’s day, but not what Nabokov, the author of the original work, or the film-adapters, chose to emphasize.  Luzhin here is a character whose death has meaning because the storyline ascribes both a cause and vindication to it, when neither are true.


The author’s ability here to attribute false causes to otherwise meaningless events is a tool easily abused in disguising absurdity, but cannot be altogether disparaged.  Absurdists need the contrast with ascribed causation to make their work seem all the more meaningless.  I must add, the story seems all too Russian, as love and death occupy the prevailing currents of the story.

