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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction
This study focuses on pain as a phenomenon that deprives individuals of meaning 
and explores how the free play of imagination in art can defy pain and help to 
attain meaning. Vladimir Nabokov’s Invitation to a Beheading (1935) and Lars Von 
Trier’s Dogville (2003) are comparatively studied under the light of Elaine Scarry’s 
notions on pain as proposed in The Body in Pain, The Making and Unmaking of the 
World (1985). Both these artists and their works are the canon of debate and have 
been received contrasting reactions from audiences and critics. Numerous works are 
written in discussion of these two artists and selected works but none is on pain 
and no study is conducted to compare the two in one body. Besides, pain has long 
been a notable issue in sciences from medicine to philosophy especially in studies of 
trauma. But what is neglected and has recently been raised is the importance of pain 
as a phenomenon away from its negative aspects. Antonio Damasio, Elaine Scarry, 
Arne Johan Vetlesen and Saulius Geniusas are some of the scholars who have studied 
the phenomenon of pain to illuminate it as an experience in man’s life that could 
attain other functions as well. Scarry argues pain not only resists language but it even 
destroys it. Hence, an individual experiencing pain becomes speechless, so art can 
articulate a language for pain, akin to an attorney representing a client.

2.Aim
The present study focuses on two works selected by the researcher from the two 
fields of literature and cinema; Nabokov’s Invitation to a Beheading (1959) and 
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Von Trier’s Dogville (2003). Literature and cinema have their specific language of 
words and images that will undoubtedly result in formal differences, but the artistic 
attitude of the artist and the system of representation used to convey meaning will 
have similarities which is exactly the aim of this study to discover. Nabokov and 
Von Trier, different artists at first glance, shared notable grounds in their oeuvre. 
The works are analyzed to extract structural and thematic similarities to demonstrate 
how individuals can attain meaning in the experience of pain and what the role of 
imagination and art have been so far. This study can be a starting point for those 
interested in literature and cinema as sister arts with intricate relations and for those 
interested in Nabokov or Von Trier.  

 3. Theoretical framework and Methodology
As interdisciplinary research between literature and cinema, and through a comparative 
approach, this study applies Elaine Scarry’s notion of pain to the two selected works. 
First, Scarry’s definition of pain (torture) in physical and verbal acts is presented. 
Then disruption of meaning by pain is discussed. Third, the transformatory role of 
pain is explained to show how pain can embed in itself ways to pass through pain. 
Finally, free play of imagination (art) is discussed to clarify if and how imagination 
(art) can help attain meaning in pain. Through close reading, these definitions and 
notions are applied to the selected works and especially to their main characters, 
Cincinnatus and Grace. 

4.Discussion
Scarry examines pain from three perspectives, emphasizing its state of inexpressibility 
which she calls the ‘human condition’. In her definition, pain (torture) has two 
components, physical and verbal acts. Cincinnatus and Garce both experience physical 
and psychological pain accompanied by verbal pain of interrogation and threats. 
Scarry believes pain is able to make man’s world empty of meaning as it does so with 
the two characters. Pain can initially silence individual’s expression of pain, leaving 
their world empty of meaning. Pain, as is experienced (physically or psychologically) 
by Cincinnatus and Grace, leads to a profound emptiness. Cincinatus’s agony and 
Grace’s silence intensify, diminishing genuine communication. Both of them 
undergo a transition where their thoughts about others clash with the harsh reality, 
resulting in a tangible experience of pain. Hence, as Scarry proposes, pain becomes 
a manifestation of practicing power. Cincinnatus and Grace both experience imposed 
pain (anticipation of execution and abuse). So far, pain, as an objectless concept, 
can be connected to the imagination, creating a deep relationship and means of 
expression and passing through pain. Based on what is discussed, the researcher 
conducts that pain can have transformative functions such as disrupting routines, 
breaking boundaries, changing perspectives, and acquiring experiential knowledge. 
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Cincinnatus and Grace experience disruptions in their lives due to pain, leading to 
shifts in their perspectives and behaviors. Therefore, pain becomes a source of unique 
experiential knowledge, challenging preconceived notions and fostering personal 
growth. Both characters grapple with the balance between imagination and reality, 
seeking meaning and salvation in their experiences. Nabokov and Von Trier both are 
stylistic in their oeuvre making use of such shared techniques as alienation, irony, 
gameplay and circular narrative which results in playing with the reader/audience 
challenging their perception. Both narratives involve stories within stories, creating 
a complex structure that compels the audience to reexamine details for a deeper 
understanding. Von Trier approaches Grace’s character with minimalism as Nabokov 
does so by putting a surreal setting for his narration. 

5.Conclusion
The two works are put under scrutiny in meticulous reading of texts. Both challenge 
traditional narratives, creating thought-provoking pieces that surpass political, 
social, and psychological messages. While not being identical in content or structure, 
both emphasize the subjective nature of reality. Uncertain time and place in both 
narratives enhance the role of imagination, freeing the works from limited meanings. 
Conscious selection of elements prevents self-identification, fostering diverse 
audience responses; both revolve around a central character experiencing profound 
pain with differing physical and philosophical dimensions. Both narrations maintain 
emotional distance, guiding the audience toward a unique experiential perspective. 
Stories within stories create a layered narrative, urging the audience to revisit and 
reinterpret. Cinema leverages visual, auditory, and narrative elements for a more 
tangible portrayal of pain while literature relies on the reader’s imagination. Pain 
resists linguistic expression but flourishes in the realm of imagination, offering a vast 
domain for artistic exploration. Imagination, as an expansive domain, serves as a rich 
language for expressing and transcending pain in the realm of art.
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