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			Vladimir Nabokov

			American writer of Russian origin

			
					Born in Saint Petersburg in 1899

					Died in Switzerland in 1977

					Notable works:	The Defence (1930), novel

	The Gift (1937), novel

	Lolita (1955), novel




			

			Vladimir Nabokov was born in 1899 to an aristocratic Russian family. He was forced to leave his home country during the Russian Revolution and fled to Europe, where he began studying literature and wrote his first works. He notably published The Defence (1930) and The Gift (1937) which gained him recognition as a Russian-speaking writer.

			Nabokov moved to the United States and acquired American citizenship in 1945. He refused to return to the USSR, and wrote in English. He became quite famous with this new audience. His fame exploded on a global scale in 1955 with the publication of Lolita. He subsequently published numerous novels. He died in France in 1977. He was a key writer of the 20th century.

		


		
			Lolita

			A scandalous novel

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Nabokov, V. (2000) Lolita. London: Penguin.

					First edition: 1955.

					Themes: passion, childhood, desire, revenge, jealousy, the myth of Salome.

			

			Lolita is Nabokov’s best-known work. It recounts the particularly ill-fated passion of Humbert, a man in his forties, for Dolores Haze, an American “nymphet” who is only just 13. A toned-down version of this plot can be found in The Enchanter (1939), which the author himself describes as “the first little throb of Lolita”.

			American publishing companies unanimously rejected it, and so the manuscript was published for the first time in Paris in 1955, as part of a collection of risqué and scandalous novels. Its publication caused a public scandal, with the book even being banned from circulation on several occasions.

		


		
			Summary

			The book begins with a note from the editor, stating that the story is based on Humbert’s manuscript. He tells us that the latter has died in prison, and that Lolita has also died. This intercession from a fictional editor aims to give a realistic, autobiographical dimension to the text.

			A childhood love that changed everything

			Humbert, the narrator, is a man of about 30. He describes his relations with women, which are dominated by his desire for young girls. In order to explain this attraction, he recalls his childhood in Europe and his “Annabel phase” (p. 8), his first love at the age of 13. He recounts the passion that united him with the little girl of his age and the shock of her sudden death. He sees this period of his life as the trigger for his future attraction to “nymphets”, who have particular characteristics: a nymphet must be prepubescent, between 9 and 14 years old. Although she is graceful, she is not necessarily the prettiest little girl: it depends on the instinct of the narrator, the only one able to identify the “nymphic nature” (p. 10) of a young girl. These stages of his “pre-Lolita” past are glossed over. They are visibly there to give the reader the necessary means to gauge his character.

			After his first marriage fails, he moves to America, where he falls into a depression. There he meets the Haze family, who are renting a room in Ramsdale, and describes his first glimpse of Lolita, lying in the ‘piazza’: “...and, from a mat in a pool of sun, half-naked, kneeling, turning about on her knees, there was my Riviera love peering at me over dark glasses” (p. 25). Gradually, we witness the beginning of a game of seduction, led childishly by Dolores, but satisfying the narrator.

			From then on, he starts writing a diary in which he describes his all-consuming desire for the young girl, as well as his attempts to get closer to her, day after day. In passing, he also describes the mother of the prepubescent girl, Charlotte Haze, who he thinks is an annoying “old cat” (p. 31). But Humbert’s excitement is interrupted when she announces that she wants to send her daughter away to a summer holiday camp. Shortly thereafter, Mrs Haze suddenly declares her love for him. Humbert is initially repulsed by the idea, but quickly sees the opportunity presented to him: to stay near his nymphet indefinitely (“I imagined [...] all the casual caresses her mother’s husband would be able to lavish on his Lolita. I would hold her against me three times a day, every day”, p. 46). He therefore agrees to marry Mrs Haze and becomes Lolita’s father.

			The diary then describes the fifty tiresome days spent in Charlotte Haze’s company. The narrator’s world collapses when his wife announces her decision to send Dolores to boarding school permanently: he is trapped. But an accident ends their cruel marriage: Mrs Haze finds her husband’s diary. Devastated, she flees the house and is run over by a car. She dies, just as in Humbert’s mad dreams. A new life begins.

			An all-consuming passion

			Humbert goes to fetch Dolores from camp, as her father. He tells her that her mother is ill and that they are going to see her in hospital. The little girl instantly begins her naïve game of seduction again. They spend the night in a hotel. It is then, according to Humbert, Lolita who marks a turning point in their relationship, which until now was innocent: “I had thought that months, perhaps years, would elapse before I dared to reveal myself to Dolores Haze; but by six she was wide awake, and by six fifteen we were technically lovers. I am going to tell you something very strange: it was she who seduced me” (p. 88). But Lolita is dejected and seems to understand and regret what has happened. The narrator also tells her of her mother’s death. Consequently, he has become the only family she has.

			The narrator recounts the endless journey, resembling an unending escape, that he makes with Lolita across America, from motels to bungalows, from arguments to forgiveness: “We had been everywhere. We had really seen nothing” (p. 115). A strained relationship is established between Humbert and Lolita, based on blackmail and lies. Humbert eventually decides to put an end to their journey, both in the hope of regaining a normal life and for financial reasons. They move to Beardsley where Lolita returns to private education. There she has drama lessons and appears in a play by the writer Quilty. She also tries to have more freedom, but the narrator refuses. Humbert, meanwhile, has found a job: he has become a university professor. But worries and jealousy gradually eat away at him. After yet another vicious argument, the young girl asks if they can go travelling again.

			The pair embark on a journey, with Lolita defining the itinerary. Humbert soon notices that a man is following them and trying to make contact with the young girl. Lolita is playing both sides, but the narrator chooses to ignore it. When she falls ill and is hospitalised, however, in “fateful Elphinstone” (p. 163), she takes advantage of the opportunity to run away with a mysterious man, who turns out to be Quilty. She later admits to Humbert that he was the “only man she had ever been crazy about” (p. 181).

			Humbert is deeply hurt and sets out to find her, enquiring in motels, where her abductor leaves mocking clues. Devastated, he ends up abandoning his mission. A year later, he meets Rita, who becomes his partner and a source of support: “[...] she was the most soothing, the most comprehending companion that I ever had, and certainly saved me from the madhouse” (p.172). Several years later, he receives a letter from Lolita: she is married, pregnant and wants money from her “dear Dad” (p. 177). He immediately goes to the address of the young woman and her husband, Dick. Dolores has no “nymphet” qualities now, but the love “at first sight, at last sight, at ever and ever sight” that she stirs in Humbert compels him to ask her to run away with him. She refuses, but does finally tell him about her disappearance with Quilty. We learn that he used her and abandoned her. Humbert is in shock. He goes to Quilty’s house with a gun. Quilty is drunk and incoherent. The narrator subjects him to mental torture through a sort of symbolic trial, and avenges Lolita by executing him like an animal.

		


		
			Character study

			Humbert Humbert

			Humbert Humbert is both the narrator figure and the main character of Lolita. He was born in Paris in 1910. He represents the archetypal refined and cultured European: he is a private intellectual and a literature professor and specialist when it takes his fancy. His physical appearance is not described: we know that he is nothing special, but that he is seductive and successful with women.

			Humbert is very mentally unstable – he is detained in a psychiatric ward twice. He is a liar and a manipulator, aware of his intellectual superiority. He does not bother with ordinary conventions and does not try to follow societal norms. His passion for Lolita is the centre of his existence, and outside of it he cannot establish social connections. In this way, he is perpetually out of sync with reality.

			The relationship he had at the age of 13 is integral to the understanding of his character: “In point of fact, there might have been no Lolita at all had I not loved, one summer, a certain initial girl-child” (p. 5). His shock at the death of his beloved seems to have trapped him in that stage of his life; his obsession with young girls shows the quest for the love that he lost too soon.

			Dolores Haze

			Dolores was born in 1935. She was raised by her mother, Charlotte, with whom she does not get on particularly well. She is 12 years old when the story begins. There are many descriptions of her physical appearance, all far-fetched, penned by Humbert

			
			Charlotte Haze

			
			
			Clare Quilty
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