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Editor’s Note

This university primer has been designed to answer the needs of students sitting for the Capes and Agrégation exams. It offers a series of articles that deal mainly with the course requirements (Vladimir Nabokov’s novel and Stanley Kubrick’s film); it also contains a consideration of Nabokov’s filmscript, his autobiography, as well as an analysis of Adrian Lyne’s cinematographic adaptation of Lolita. Technical literary and filmic vocabulary has been explained either in notes or brackets so that these critical tools can easily be reused.

It is hoped above all that this book will send the reader back to the indispensable re-readings of the novel and multiple viewings of the films without which no in-depth feeling for them can be reached. As Nabokov was wont to say in his lectures, it is paramount to “notice and fondle details”. Let us therefore not fail to notice the word ‘fondle’. This verb is more than a veiled incitement to caress an itemized Lolita in the mind: there is relatively little that directly pushes the reader in that direction in the novel, no matter how much you identify with the characters, no matter how manipulated you may feel as Humbert’s language coils around you. Ultimately, Lolita is far more preoccupied with fondling words.

Before composing rigorously lucid, limpidly-structured essays with arguments that are well-informed, complex and still crystal clear, you will first have to fall in love with language: all of Nabokov’s novels ask us to become verbal voluptuaries.

There is a myth about falling in love: that it just happens or does not. Love can also be willed into existence. It requires painstaking attention, a relentless determination to cherish minute details, the subtleties of sibilance, the gently throbbing hum of honey in the hive, the liquid flicker of your eyelid as you stroke a string of beaded, scented adjectives, as you pause to take the pulse and temperature of a flow of molten metaphor.

Despite the fact that Nabokov loathed the idea of novelistic didacticism, this in the end is what the novel teaches us: to hoard and savour gorgeous linguistic details, no matter how ugly the reality they designate.

Being in love does not mean you are no longer critical. As you caress Nabokov’s “love affair with the English language” and commit quotes to memory, be nothing if not an enchanted hunter: ferret out the critical labels that can be appended to each paragraph, track down echoes of previous elements in the text, rouse your memory of such apparently humble intertexts as The Little Mermaid, watch the films until your eyes film over, put to flight
your settled views and let them alight again in a different form, open up the book at random like a bibliomancer, look up the words you are not fully familiar with and let the wondrous definitions settle slowly in your minds with the speed of falling eiderdown, let each fresh reading, each fresh viewing, be nothing less than metamorphic.

Erik Martiny





Introduction

The Lolita phenomenon

What is here termed ‘the Lolita phenomenon’ is envisaged as something rather broader than just another glance at the text of this particular novel and its controversial reception. It also involves at least the noting of assorted pre-texts, a difficult publishing history, a screenplay by Nabokov, two film adaptations and an ever-raging debate over the ever-sensitive issues of paedophilia and child abuse.




SOME PRECURSORS

When publishing his third collection of short stories in English, in 1975, Nabokov claimed that he was “eerily startled to meet a somewhat decrepit but unmistakable Humbert escorting his nymphet in the story I wrote almost half a century ago” (TD 43). In the story in question, “A Nursery Tale” of 1926, we indeed encounter:


… a tall elderly man in evening clothes with a little girl walking beside – a child of fourteen or so in a low-cut black party dress. ... [the protagonist’s] glance lit on the face of the child mincing at the old poet’s side; there was something odd about that face, odd was the flitting glance of her much too shiny eyes, and if she were not just a little girl – the old man’s granddaughter, no doubt – one might suspect that her lips were touched up with rouge. She walked swinging her hips very, very slightly, her legs moved close together, she was asking her companion something in a ringing voice ... (TD 57)



Even earlier, in 1924, it is worth remembering, Nabokov had translated Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland into Russian. In The Gift, a decade or so later, Boris Ivanovich Shchyogolev has his own familial situation (with step-daughter Zina Mertz) in mind when he proposes the following plot for a novel:



From real life. Imagine this kind of thing: an old dog – but still in his prime, fiery, thirsting for happiness – gets to know a widow, and she has a daughter, still quite a little girl – you know what I mean – when nothing is formed yet, but already she has a way of walking that drives you out of your mind – A slip of a girl, very fair, pale, with blue under the eyes – and of course she doesn’t even look at the old goat. What to do? Well, not long thinking, he ups and marries the widow. Okay. They settle down the three of them. Here you can go on indefinitely – the temptation, the eternal torment, the itch, the mad hopes. And the upshot – a miscalculation. Time flies, he gets older, she blossoms out – and not a sausage. Just walks by and scorches you with a look of contempt. Eh? D’you feel here a kind of Dostoevskian tragedy? (G 172-3)



Here we have, almost in mise en abyme, two future works: The Enchanter and Lolita. The reference to Dostoevsky evokes Svidrigailov’s dream in Crime and Punishment (involving temptation from the blandishments of a five-year-old girl), “Stavrogin’s Confession” in The Devils (in which an abused girl of twelve commits suicide), and precocious sexuality in the lesser known and uncompleted Netochka Nezvanova. A novel from the Russian “Silver Age” treating somewhat similar themes is Fyodor Sologub’s The Little Demon (1907).

What the above quotation from The Gift does, then, all but encompass – though without the disastrous ending tacked on – is Nabokov’s novella The Enchanter, written in 1939 (as Volshebnik), and forgotten or lost for many years before its publication in Dmitri Nabokov’s English translation in 1986. It is clear from a letter of 1959 that Nabokov did himself contemplate reviving this work for print (see SL 282-3; E 15-16); it was scarcely, however, quite “the first little throb of Lolita”, as seemingly recollected in 1956 – no more than it had been totally lost or destroyed, as then thought (E 11-12). The unnamed enchanter’s ambition toward his twelve-year-old and cynically acquired stepdaughter is “to take disinterested care of her, to meld the wave of fatherhood with the wave of sexual love” (E 49). His voluntary death on the road, as Alfred Appel points out, is “in a manner which Nabokov will transfer [in Lolita] to Charlotte Haze” (L xxxviii). It also appears to be evoked in the later novel when, in a state of insomnia at the Enchanted Hunters hotel, Humbert is aware of “the despicable haunt of gigantic trucks roaring through the wet and windy night” (L 130).

“Around 1949, in Ithaca, upstate New York, the throbbing, which had never quite ceased, began to plague me again”, Nabokov recalled (E 13). Other, perhaps minor, impulses had already restarted this throbbing a little earlier. Adam Krug, the protagonist of Bend Sinister, Nabokov’s first novel written in America (in 1945-1946), experiences the following dream about his teenage housemaid (soon revealed as a spy):


On the night of the twelfth, he dreamt that he was surreptitiously enjoying Mariette while she sat, wincing a little, in his lap during the rehearsal of a play in which she was supposed to be his daughter. (BS 148).



Later, in an introduction (dated 1963) to the English version, Nabokov confirms that this amoral and treacherous young temptress had been consigned to the tender fate of gang-rape: “the dummies are at last in quite dreadful pain, and pretty Mariette gently bleeds, staked and torn by the lust of 40 soldiers” (BS 8). Mallarmé’s L’Après-midi d’un faune is said to have haunted Krug, while Lolita-like vocabulary and motifs are clearly and admittedly visible (with hindsight), in sadistic association with lust and fatality (or, indeed, execution):


Death, too, is a ruthless interruption; the widower’s heavy sensuality seeks a pathetic outlet in Mariette, but as he avidly clasps the haunches of the chance nymph he is about to enjoy, a deafening din at the door breaks the throbbing rhythm forever. (BS 10)



Mariette, who is mortally punished, may be reminiscent of Margot (of Laughter in the Dark), who is not.

Notwithstanding his verdict, in a letter to Edmund Wilson of 1947, on What Maisie Knew as “terrible” (NW 182), and his declared antipathy to Henry James, it
is difficult to believe that the closing stages, at least, of that novel, in which the barely teenage eponymous heroine proposes co-habitation to her stepfather Sir Claude, did not strike a chord with Nabokov, as author of The Enchanter and future creator of Lolita (and the word “terrible” may even be ambiguous).1 In any event, Nabokov certainly parodied the Jamesian style on occasions and one may suspect that, in the case of James, as with Dostoevsky and certain others, Nabokov’s megaphoned distaste is at least partly attributable to a Bloomian anxiety of influence – the author in question having prematurely anticipated Nabokovian elements but without, of course, executing them quite to Nabokov’s satisfaction.

Almost at the very beginning of the composition of Lolita, in 1948, Edmund Wilson supplied Nabokov with volume six of Havelock Ellis’s Etudes de Psychologie Sexuelle (Paris, 1926), which contains a 100-page confessional document written in French by an anonymous southern Russian: “Havelock Ellis’s Russian sex masterpiece”, as Wilson terms it (NW 201), to which Nabokov rejoined:


I enjoyed the Russian’s love-life hugely. It is wonderfully funny. As a boy, he seems to have been quite extraordinarily lucky in coming across girls with unusually rapid and rich reactions. The end is rather bathetic. (NW 202)



This apparently authentic disclosure, written down for Havelock Ellis, purports to record the detailed sexual history of the scion of an upper-crust Russian family (resident in Kiev), who develops from precociously over-sexed adolescent debauchery, involving young females of all classes, through a lengthy period of abstinence in Italy, which finally degenerates into paedophilia, voyeurism and masturbatory obsession amid Neapolitan child prostitution. The raconteur, now known as “Victor X”, is remarkable (in Nabokovian terms) for his insistence on imagination as “the most important factor in sexual pleasure”, leading to his claim that “I can get no enjoyment unless I can imagine the woman’s enjoyment”.2 Victor is unusually passive in his activities for much of his “career” and restrains himself from immoral compulsion when he encounters (thanks, as in the case of Humbert, to the helping hand of a rich uncle) the stricter mores of Italian society – until, that is, he allows himself to be entrapped in “the Babylon” of Naples.

While comparisons between Nabokov’s protagonists and Victor should not be exaggerated, there are undeniable common factors; as Donald Rayfield (Victor’s subsequent translator into English) has written, there is “the disastrous inability to find sexual arousal and satisfaction in anything but young girls” and, moreover:

The basic structure of Lolita and the confessions is similar: the contrast between the homeland (Russia or France) and the attempt to recreate lost expe-
rience in exile (Italy or America). both Victor and Humbert Humbert are prisoners of their first childhood sexual experiences.3


“‘Sexual confessions’ (in Havelock Ellis and elsewhere), which involve tiny tots mating like mad” are mentioned in Speak, Memory (SM 158), and were elaborated slightly further in the Russian version (Drugie berega), which refers to “a particularly Babylonian contribution from a landowner [from the Ukraine]”.4







MOMENTUM AND PUBLICATION

These proto-tales and pre-texts notwithstanding, Lolita, of course, took on an overwhelming novelistic momentum of its own: a switch from third-person to first-person narration, a new tone in a new world – that of the post-war America which Nabokov had experienced through the 1940s and was now to re-create in fictional form at the age of fifty. Nabokov later claimed to have written Lolita between 1949 and the spring of 1954 (L 312). As early as April 1947, however, he had told Wilson that he was writing “a short novel about a man who liked little girls – and it’s going to be called The Kingdom by the Sea” (N-W 188). In the early stages the heroine was to have been called “Juanita Dark” and Nabokov was now using his index-card method of composition, adapted from lepidopteral research; field trips for the latter also provided Nabokov with a detailed topographical knowledge of many American states, while he also undertook investigations into teenage slang and relevant criminal cases. Work progressed slowly, between academic and lepidopteral exertions, but a diary entry of December 6 1953 reads: “Finished Lolita which was begun exactly five years ago” (B Am 226).

Nabokov anticipated publishing difficulties and embarrassing repercussions from the start; accordingly, he proposed putting the novel out under an assumed name. A clue to its true authorship, however, was the inclusion of a minor character anagrammatically styled “Vivian Darkbloom” (later to achieve further renown as the annotator of Ada). In the course of 1954, five prominent American publishers turned the novel down – Simon and Schuster, for one, regarding it as “sheer pornography” (B Am 262). In August that year Nabokov had asked his French agent to find him a European publisher, and in February 1955 he sent the manuscript to Paris, hoping that Sylvia Beach might repeat her triumphant publication of Ulysses. Instead of the by now inactive Beach, however, Lolita attracted Maurice Girodias, proprietor of the Olympia Press. Girodias, who made his reputation in the 1950s by publishing avant-garde literary works in English of unorthodox content (including Beckett, Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell, William Burroughs; and Jean Genet in translation) as well as unashamed pornography of a much lower class, quickly offered terms and Nabokov accepted with alacrity. Thus began the lengthy saga of legal and financial wrangles that were to complicate the novel’s eventual appearance in America. Meanwhile, Cornell sensibilities notwithstanding, Nabokov had
heeded advice that pseudonymous publication might prejudice American courts against Lolita.

In October 1955 Nabokov received his first advance copies (having corrected galleys, but not page proofs); typographical errors there still were, but author’s copyright had been withheld. A literary row in Great Britain, following Graham Greene’s advocacy of Lolita, and a contract for a French translation with Gallimard soon raised the novel’s profile and American publishers began to bite. A package of Lolita excerpts with accompanying critical apparatus was devised for June 1957 publication in an occasional journal named Anchor Review. Copies of the Olympia Press edition, which had turned up on the black market in New York, were seized and then released by United States customs. A temporary French ban on an Olympia Press list that included Lolita struck a note of farce, at a time when a French-language edition was in legal preparation, along with translations for major presses in Germany and Italy. In 1958 the French ban was rescinded, Harris-Kubrick Pictures bought the film rights and, in August, with copyright problems now sorted out, Lolita was finally published by Putnam’s in New York – only to become “the first book since Gone with the Wind to sell 100,00 copies in its first three weeks” (B Am 365). Having soon reached number one on the best-seller list, Lolita was displaced – greatly to Nabokov’s fury – by Doctor Zhivago.

Obstacles to Lolita’s appearance in Britain continued a little longer. The passing of the Obscene Publications Bill, however, improved the legal climate at just the right time and Weidenfeld and Nicolson took a chance on publication of the novel in November 1959. Nigel Nicolson, himself a Conservative MP at the time, received an anonymous mid-launch-party tip-off that the book was not to be prosecuted. Although bans still came and went in a number of other countries (including France once again for a while), Lolita was now firmly on her way. By the mid-1980s worldwide sales had reportedly reached fourteen million copies (B Am 387).






SOME GUIDELINES TO READING


Lolita was, of course, greeted controversially on publication. There is no space here for a survey its reception;5 neither, for that matter, can anything amounting to an overall analysis of the novel be attempted. In amplification of an outline history of Lolita as cultural phenomenon, however, some minimal basic guidelines and suggestions for approaching the text should be delineated.


Lolita is one of the richest texts in twentieth-century literature in its use of quotation and allusion. Extratextual references and internal reverberations, long since collated in force, continue to be pinpointed and elaborated.6 Poe, Mérimée and Proust are usually considered the most relevant authors in this respect, with a mass of others (including Shakespeare, Goethe, de Sade, Joyce
and T. S. Eliot) close behind. Although Lolita appears superficially one of the least “Russian” of Nabokov’s works, a rich subtext of Russian literature also lurks.7 Taken to task within the texture, as ever, are Nabokov’s bêtes noires, Freud and Dostoevsky. The pickings in Lolita are rich for students of intertextuality and parody.8 Also to the fore, more unusually, are the consumerism and popular culture of post-war America (in the period 1947-52); Fredric Jameson singles out Nabokov, “a foreigner to begin with”, for his timely handling of such material in Lolita, “which thereby at once became The Great American Novel”; for Angela Carter, Lolita was “the Camp masterpiece of its decade”.9


Clichéd as it may be to stress this, Lolita the novel – no easy soft-porn read to begin with – is heavily dependent, for any real level of textual comprehension, on (and expressly designed for) re-reading. And even this only serves to highlight a plethora of narratalogical problems. Lolita is ostensibly a first-person confessional narrative, composed in jail on the verge of a fatal heart attack by Humbert Humbert (a cultured European immigrant, French scholar and would-be littérateur): the quirky chronicle of his deviant obsession with pre- and early teenage “nymphets”; his domination – and subsequent loss – of a cynically acquired step-daughter, Dolores Haze (“Lolita”, aged twelve to fourteen); and the murder in revenge of her supposed abductor, an American playwright named Clare Quilty.

Humbert’s narrative is prefaced by a “Foreword” from one “John Ray, Jr., Ph.D.”, editor of the manuscript. This Gothic device of the posthumous manuscript from jail is as problematic here in its effects as with its predecessors in sensational fiction. The extent of Ray’s “editing” cannot be known;10 Humbert’s “bizarre cognomen” is his [Its author’s] own invention (L 3); all names, except the heroine’s first name, are disguised. There is at least one chronological disparity (to which we shall return below). Although Humbert’s criminality is established by Ray’s Foreword, the first-time reader is unsure of the indictment until the end of the narrative; or, to put it another way, the novel is not a “who dunnit?”, but a “what dun he?”, with the name of the victim, rather than the killer, withheld. In addition, Humbert acknowledges bouts of institutionalised insanity. What weight does the reader attach to this insanity, and its recurrence, in endeavouring to measure the sincerity of a self-declared trickster and liar?
Anyone familiar with Nabokov’s oeuvre, or with the techniques of Nikolai Gogol, should at least suspect the presence (or rather the absence!) of a story behind the story. How much of the “real” story do we get, and what can we trust of what we do get?

We have already stressed that Lolita purports to be Humbert’s confession. It can equally therefore be seen as (fictional – but at what level?) autobiography or memoir. It also poses, at least, as a psychological case-study (both medical and criminological) and a legal disposition. It goes without saying that Lolita is generally read as a novel, although the apportioning of a romantic as against a realist emphasis is entirely another matter. It may be seen to play upon the picaresque or the crime novel; it may be imbued with romance, faery, or even lepidoptery. Mythic readings are also on the agenda; according to Lance Olsen, for instance, Lolita “reworks and perverts the Pygmalion myth”.11 Its prime impetus may come from the decadence of Nabokov’s native Russian Symbolism, or equally from the Western tradition of Huysmans, Wilde and the prominently featured “Aubrey” (in the text as “McFate” and as the town of “Beardsley”).

In an essay first published in 1989, Trevor McNeely divides critical argument on Lolita into two categories: that based on aesthetics and that based on character. The first, according to which Nabokov has constructed a devilishly cunning game, renders the novel (or so the argument goes) ultimately pointless. Those wishing to promote Lolita as a great literary work on the basis of Humbert’s moral (character) development, for that matter, face an uphill struggle in avoiding implicit support for paedophile rights. The way out of this bind, taken by all too many a commentator in McNeely’s view, is an unprincipled and selective blending of the two approaches. The calculated hoax perpetrated on a gullible literary and academic establishment and the resultant status still enjoyed by Lolita therefore represent “Nabokov’s triumph as a trickster”.12 McNeely’s resolution of what he calls “the Lolita riddle” may overstate its case, but it nevertheless raises interesting points.

There can be little doubt that a “straight reading” of Lolita (as a “realistic” confessional novel, taken at face value) leads to severe difficulties, narratological as well as ethical: whose face? and what value? Martin Amis calls it “both irresistible and unforgivable”.13 Richard H. Bullock, in an article first published in 1984, clarifies a problem that has beset much Lolita criticism: the lack of discrimination by many commentators between Humbert as character and Humbert as narrator.14 This has led to much pointless speculation as to what Humbert (as character) understands within the narrative of Humbert (as narrator, recorder after the event or, indeed, novelist). Such confusion, no doubt, also chimes with the “having it both ways” analyses complained of by
McNeely. Contradictory statements by Humbert, his own remarks on time, his admitted mental disturbance, an assortment of incoherencies and dubieties in verisimilitude (which cannot be listed in detail here, but surface in many a critical discussion of the novel) all combine to render any verification of authenticity an impossibility (as indeed in many a first-person narrative lacking in corroborative evidence). How, given all of this, can we test Humbert’s claim that it was Lolita who seduced him, or that she was already no virgin, let alone the veracity or significance of his childhood (pre)history with Annabel Leigh or, for that matter, his ultimate “moral apotheosis” (Ray’s “Foreword”, L 5)?
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