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The term synaesthesia is of Greek origin and contains two roots: syn that means ‘together’ and aesthesis – ‘sensation’. In psychology synaesthesia is understood as a neurological crossing of the senses, in which stimulation of one sense (e.g. sight) evokes a sensorial response in another (e.g. smell) [Прохоров: 1205]. People who demonstrate such capacity are called synaesthetes, and many of them, including V. Kandinsky, N. Rimsky-Korsakov, and, of course, V. Nabokov, revealed their talents in various spheres of art.

Linguistically, synaesthesia is the use of a word connected with one sense in the meaning related to another sense. Thus, it is a kind of transfer of meaning, and, therefore, can be called a metaphor. Synaesthetic metaphor was studied by a number of prominent linguists. At some point the studies were expanded from the feeling + feeling to the feeling + abstract notion structure and now the phenomenon is understood in a broader sense [Воронин: 85-86].

It has been pointed out that synaesthesia as a stylistic device is especially characteristic of the symbolist poets, such as A. Rimbaud and Ch. Baudelaire. It was also widely used by Russian authors of the 20th century Silver Age, especially poets like A. Blok, A. Bely, K. Balmont and others [Майданова: 13]. However, many of them were not synaesthetes. It is even more interesting, therefore, to take a closer look at the works of a real synaesthete, like Nabokov, who, as is well known, associated letters with colours.

Being an important part of his writing style, Nabokov’s synaesthetic metaphors have received a lot of linguists’ attention. The present study is focused on his first English novel “The Real Life of Sebastian Knight”.

The text of the novel abounds with synaesthetic metaphors, although there are fewer of them than in Nabokov’s previous Russian texts. Their major aesthetic functions are to contribute to the gloomy atmosphere of the novel and to reveal the main character’s nature. These goals are achieved through the descriptions of Sebastian himself, his women, the characters of his novels, and the setting.
The vast majority of synaesthetic metaphors in “The Real Life of Sebastian Knight” are adjectival, i. e. they are formed by combining an adjective that describes a certain sense and a noun (usually an abstract one) as the main word: steely secret, brown stillness, etc. In “The Real Life of Sebastian Knight”, the so-called tactile (or ‘touch’) metaphors (including ‘temperature’ and ‘liquid’ ones) predominate over metaphors of other types: damp dizzy warmth, leaden sluggishness, coarse world. Among them, the ‘liquid’ metaphors occupy a special place. There are quite a few examples of them appearing at various points of the story. Damp dizzy warmth of positive reviews of Sebastian’s works, moist dark greenish-grey of Sebastian’s eyes, glint of humid sunshine on his portrait – these metaphors in one way or another are related to Sebastian, and may be considered to be one of the ways of characterisation. The whole novel is the story of how Sebastian’s brother is trying to get the gist of his elusive personality in order to write his biography, and in the end, according to his own words, becomes Sebastian himself. Thus, all the adjectives describing ‘wetness’ are used not only to create a heavy and gloomy atmosphere, but also to refer to Sebastian’s nature.
Although smaller in number as compared with the previous group, the group of visual (or ‘sight’) metaphors, especially Nabokov’s famous coloured alphabet, also has some significance for the development of the plot and the characters. These metaphors are mostly connected with colours, which have long-standing cultural and literary associations and make it easy to evoke a certain atmosphere: for instance, a wedding ceremony is called “white formalities”, and the expression pink “v” appears in connection with Sebastian’s romantic relationship with Clare Bishop.
As for other kinds of synaesthetic metaphors, such as acoustic (loud stripes) and gustatory (spicy smells) ones, they can be found in the novel too, but are not numerous. In general, there are not so many examples of feeling + feeling metaphors and feeling + abstract notion constructions prevail.

It has also been discovered in the course of the analysis that some dead metaphors are ‘revived’ due to the abundance of synaesthetic metaphors in the text, which appeal to the physical senses of the readers. Because of that the reader is reminded of the literal, sensual meaning of some adjectives with a fixed figurative meaning. For example, in the case of loud stripes the reader immediately feels the acoustic component of the adjective’s meaning and regards this word-combination as a synaesthetic metaphor, despite the fact that there is a clichéd expression loud colours (i. e. bright colours) in English.

To conclude, in this novel, Nabokov makes use of various kinds of synaesthetic metaphors to create a vivid image of Sebastian Knight’s ‘world’ and portray its ‘inhabitants’. Moreover, these metaphors play an important role in creating the image of the main character, with a number of ‘liquid’ metaphors conveying the idea of his elusive nature.
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