
		
		
			
			Dedicated to my marvelous mother, Marion Minton

			and

			In memory of my father, Walter J. Minton, who was to me Robert Duvall in The Great Santini, Pa from Little House on the Prairie, Jack Nicholson in just about everything, and the valiant publisher of Lolita in America.
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					A signed first edition of Lolita (inscribed to Véra, no less!), 1958, as my father first published the novel at G. P. Putnam’s Sons. It sold at Christie’s for $163,500 in October 2002, more than twice the highest estimate. The seller and the buyer are unknown.
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					One month after Putnam’s struck a deal to publish Lolita in America, the buzz began to build. (Los Angeles Times, March 23, 1958)
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					One week after the Cincinnati Public Library banned Lolita, it ascended to the top of the New York Times bestseller list, fueled by controversy. (Cincinnati Enquirer, September 22, 1958)

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			Véra and Lo

			Stacy Schiff

			She covered more ground with Humbert Humbert than did any other woman, Lolita included. She had met him in his earliest incarnation, well before the wintry night in Paris, when her husband read aloud, to a few intimates, his tale of a forty-year-old seducer of prepubescent girls, a 1939 Russian-language short story that began with the line, “How can I come to terms with myself?” and which for many years its author wrongly believed he had destroyed. She knew his early work to be full of Humbertian prototypes, or at least of middle-aged men who fidget under spells cast by underage girls. She had typed the pages of The Gift, in which a character proposes a plot by which a man marries a widow so as to seduce her 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.” Which is not to say that she was prepared for the 1959 headline Mrs. Nabokov Is 38 Years Older Than the Nymphet Lolita any more than she was for the reporter who asked, “Were you the model for anyone in Lolita?”

			
			Meeting with little satisfaction, the reporter changed tack: “Did your husband ask your advice before publishing?” To that question, the answer was simple. “When a masterpiece like Lolita sees the light of day, the only problem is to find a publisher,” replied Véra Nabokov. She acknowledged none of the bruises and blisters incurred along the way. Nor did she reveal that she had been Humbert Humbert’s greatest champion from the start. As her husband later reconstructed it, he had felt the “first little throb of Lolita” over that Parisian prewar winter. It returned with force just under a decade later, in upstate New York, by which time the idea “had grown in secret the claws and wings of a novel.”

			The timing was less than ideal. His previous works had all proved “dismal financial flops.” He had recently secured a Cornell appointment as an associate professor of Russian literature. For the first time in more than two decades, the couple found themselves in the neighborhood of financial security. If ever there had been a time when Mrs. Nabokov should have discouraged her husband from working on what seemed an unsalable manuscript, it was 1949. As for the least propitious time and place in which to publish a wildly sophisticated novel about a middle-aged man violating a prepubescent girl, Eisenhower’s America figured high on the list.

			Véra’s position was firm. The level-headed wife of a man in debt to friends for several thousand dollars might have counseled him to turn his attention elsewhere. The mother who had balked at introducing her twelve-year-old son to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer—Véra deemed it “an immoral book that teaches bad behavior and suggests to little boys the idea of taking an interest in little girls too young”—might have been expected to have kept her distance. She had rerouted her husband before: She put her foot down when he announced a novel about the love lives of a pair of Siamese twins. She would veto a projected collection of his favorite Russian poems. All bets were off where Lolita was concerned, however. Véra knew that Vladimir would not rest until the book was out of his system. She suspected the memory of the unfinished novel would haunt him forever, like an unresolved chess problem. Her admiration for it was clear: When he lost faith in the manuscript, she did not. An early draft of Lolita nearly met it demise in 1948, when Véra stepped outside to discover her husband feeding pages to a flaming Ithaca, New York trash can. Against his protests, she salvaged what she could from the backyard fire. “We are keeping this,” she declared, waving off the arsonist, stomping on the charred paper. Nabokov would later remember her having stepped in more than once when, “beset with technical difficulties and doubts,” he had attempted to incinerate the novel.

			
			It is unclear if either Nabokov seriously contemplated publication early on. Vladimir would later claim that he at no point expected Lolita to see the light of day. Both husband and wife thought the novel a “time bomb.” In his diary Vladimir carefully blacked out his research notes on sexual deviation, on marriage with minors. No doubt the editor to whom Nabokov mentioned the manuscript in passing—Lolita was then a girl of thirteen—breathed a sigh of relief when he heard little more on the subject. He proceeded to ignore a series of hints laced through Nabokov’s letters. (Years later the editor formally rejected the book. In his estimation, its publication amounted to a jail sentence.) The couple knew firsthand of Edmund Wilson’s travails with Memoirs of Hecate County, a story collection withdrawn from sale and prosecuted for obscenity in 1946. Wilson’s case had made its way to the Supreme Court, which upheld the ban. A novel about “a heavy-limbed, foul-smelling adult” who has strenuous intercourse with a minor three times before breakfast—“And if I were you, my dear, I would not talk to strangers,” Humbert afterward warns Lolita—will shock for any number of reasons, but in the early 1950s it qualified first and foremost as something that has today largely liberated itself from the bookshelf: it sounded suspiciously like pornography.

			
			Véra was by no means unaware of the danger of her husband’s publishing—and of the public’s misreading—the sexually explicit confessions of a middle-aged man’s obsessive pursuit of a prepubescent girl. Art, however, was art. At its best it is meant to transgress, to shock, to take us places we do not otherwise permit ourselves to go. It should also be kept from the overly impressionable. When finally she mailed a hardcover copy to her Geneva-based sister-in-law, Véra affixed a warning. Lolita was not pornography. It was rather a subtle expedition into the mind of a maniac. Nabokov’s sister should not judge it until she had finished it. Vladimir had done his research, Véra added. Nothing in the law would have prevented the turn of events he described. Weeks later, having heard nothing, she panicked. Had Vladimir’s novel stunned his sister? She was again reminded to refrain from judgment until she had read to the end. “It’s frightening,” Véra conceded. “But it is a great book.” What Lolita was not was a book for children. For a second time, she cautioned her sister-in-law to hide it from her son.

			
			The first publishers to consider the novel did not think Lolita even a book for adults. The manuscript made its first trip to New York at the end of 1953. Too dangerous to entrust to the mails—the Comstock Act made it a crime to distribute obscenity by the post—it traveled with Véra, on what amounted to a clandestine mission; she had requested a personal meeting with Vladimir’s New Yorker editor for reasons she preferred not to divulge in advance. The 459-page manuscript she carried with her bore neither a return address nor its author’s name. To Katharine White Véra explained that her husband hoped to publish the novel under a pseudonym. She exacted a promise that “his incognito be respected.” (White read the pages only much later. She had five granddaughters. The book left her cringing. Moreover, she explained, she did not have a thing for psychopaths.)

			Soon thereafter, on a highly confidential basis and amid paranoid queries—with which friends precisely had he shared the pages? Véra challenged one publisher—Nabokov’s two unsigned black binders began to make the New York rounds. The first editor to read them, at Viking, advised against publication. He was seconded in his thinking by Simon & Schuster, New Directions, Farrar, Straus, and Doubleday. Despite the suggestion that the novel “be buried under a stone for a thousand years,” or, as a different reader put it, relegated to the bottom of a trunk, it was not entirely without admirers. At Doubleday, Jason Epstein recommended against publication while also noting that Nabokov had essentially “written Swann’s Way as if he had been James Joyce.”

			
			None of those publishers suggested that Nabokov transform Lolita into a boy or Humbert into a farmer, as he would later assert. But none of them offered to publish the thing, either. (Nor did anyone, the author of Lolita included, think to propose a more artful solution: Why not adopt a female pseudonym? For all of his prodigious imagination, the one thing Nabokov failed to ponder was how the publication of Lolita might have differed had a woman been understood to stand behind Humbert Humbert.) He did cannily attempt to address the danger of prosecution in the novel’s foreword, alluding to Joyce’s travails with Ulysses. In a version of the advice Véra had offered his sister, Nabokov argued that the aphrodisiacal passages effectively paved the way to a “moral apotheosis.” All the same, no editor could see his way past a jail sentence in 1954. Whether the author put his name on the book or not was immaterial. A pseudonym, one publisher warned, only raised a red flag. Another pointed out that in the case of Lolita a pseudonym was especially useless. Nabokov’s style was too distinctive to be mistaken for that of anyone else.

			It was Véra who thought, days after the fifth rejection, to pursue publication abroad. Might her husband’s longtime French agent, she wondered, be interested in a novel that could not be published in America, for reasons of “straitlaced morality”? The manuscript was of an “extreme originality,” a category that in the Nabokov household tended to overlap with outlandish perversity. Véra begged for a speedy reply. Humbert claims to have written Lolita in fifty-six days, but in fact the work occupied Nabokov for six years, the last of which had been a particularly lean one. The couple’s finances were precarious. Nabokov would be clear on that point: In 1955, publication was as much a matter of necessity as of principle. It is perhaps not coincidental that Humbert spends, in his year on the road, the equivalent of Nabokov’s Cornell salary—forget the fur-topped slippers, the topaz ring, the luminous clock, the transparent raincoat, the roller skates—on food and lodging alone.

			
			Lolita quickly found a home in Paris with Maurice Girodias, the colorful publisher of The Whip Angels, The Sexual Life of Robinson Crusoe, and a host of other classics. (Described in New York as “the Lenin of the sexual revolution,” Girodias had been crestfallen when told of Nabokov’s profession. He anticipated a “frighteningly respectable” piece of prose. He found himself happily surprised.) His only condition was that the author attach his name to the book, a condition to which Nabokov agreed. He was out of options. The uncertainty around publication weighed on him. An overseas edition seemed safely distant. With no particular expectation that it would sell—Girodias thought Lolita too beautiful, too subtle by half—he rushed the Olympia Press edition into print. His instincts proved correct. Lolita sold little and was reviewed not at all.

			It did produce some qualms. While the long wait was over, Véra grappled suddenly with the fear that the book might cost her husband his job. He was fifty-six years old. One could be dismissed at Cornell for moral turpitude. Without exception the couple’s friends braced for scandal. One colleague estimated Nabokov’s chances of losing his position at 60 percent, fears he shared with Nabokov, who he felt defended the novel as one might one’s idiot child. The subject made friends, even sophisticated friends, recoil. Here the furor set off by Lolita feels unfamiliar today, when we have passed through every conceivable shade of gray and do not necessarily recognize indecency when it joins us at lunch. As Nabokov saw it, the novel treated one of the last three taboo topics in American literature, the other two being a thriving, multigenerational, mixed-race family, and an atheist “who lives a happy and useful life, and dies in his sleep at the age of 106.” Those taboos have evaporated. We have, however, retroactively established others, in what may be an historical first. A time bomb lobbed from well inside an eminent university detonates with far greater force in 2020 than it did half a century ago, before “toxic masculinity” had yet found its name. Can a book even qualify as dirty in our day and age? In 1958 an English critic pronounced Lolita “the filthiest book he had ever read.”

			
			It was Graham Greene, naming Lolita among the three best books of 1955 in the London Sunday Times, who set the wheels in motion for American publication. At the time Graham wrote, Lolita was available in no English-speaking country. It had just begun making its discreet way out of France in suitcase bottoms. Immediately publishers began to fall all over the Nabokovs; for each of the couple’s friends who weighed in with misgivings, there was an editor somewhere in the world who wrote to express interest. Véra fielded the blast of queries. When one publisher asked how her husband had come to know so much about little girls, Véra explained. He had haunted Ithaca buses and playgrounds until doing so had grown awkward. (She did not mention that he also had a habit of deposing friends’ adolescent daughters, had read The Subnormal Adolescent Girl, and had studied the literature on Tampax and Clearasil.) Gently Véra assured the editors at Indiana University Press that this was not a book for them. When friends warned her against publication, she countered with the couple’s party line: The novel was in no way “lewd and libertine.” It was a tragedy, and the tragic and the obscene mutually excluded each other. (Véra was no lawyer. The sole defense in an obscenity case was literary or educational merit.) After several failed courtships, a successful suitor materialized in Putnam’s Walter Minton, who early in 1958 satisfied all parties, Maurice Girodias included.

			
			Minton positioned the novel brilliantly, accenting Lolita’s lurid past while outfitting her in establishment credentials. To that end, he launched her from the most respectable of addresses: in August 1958 he threw what Vladimir would refer to as a coming-out party at New York’s Harvard Club. Though she had had her doubts about Minton, Véra was impressed by the young publisher’s nimble handling of his guests. He could only have been equally impressed by hers. The twenty-five journalists in attendance had as much interest in the distinguished older woman at Nabokov’s side as they did in the author himself; Véra stood as the firewall between Vladimir Nabokov and Humbert Humbert. The New York Post took pains to observe that the author was accompanied to the cocktail party by “his wife, Vera, a slender, fair-skinned, white-haired woman in no way reminiscent of Lolita.” At that reception as elsewhere, admirers told Véra that they had not exactly expected Nabokov to show up with his wife of thirty-three years. “Yes,” she replied, smiling, unflappable. “It’s the main reason why I’m here.” At her side her husband chuckled, joking he had been tempted to hire a child escort for the occasion. The truth was a potent one however. Véra’s presence kept the fiction in place, Humbert’s monstrosity at bay. For the next years the words “who looks nothing like Lolita” obligatorily attached themselves to her name. She served as her husband’s badge of honor, his moral camouflage, his walking virtue signal. She provided a comforting bit of misdirection. An accessory to the crime, Véra looked every inch the snowy-haired alibi.

			
			Lolita delivered no jail sentences. Within six weeks of the Harvard Club reception, the novel instead sat at the top of the bestseller list. (From Véra’s point of view, it was the first honest piece of literature to claim that distinction since Thornton Wilder’s Bridge of San Luis Rey, in her opinion “a moderately good book.”) Full-page ads ran everywhere, as did reviews. The majority hailed the work as a virtuoso performance. Others pronounced it repulsive and loathsome. Some publications managed to suggest both, inadvertently recapitulating the feat Nabokov advertises in the book’s opening pages: We are simultaneously entranced by the novel and appalled by its narrator. The New York Times’s daily reviewer wrote Lolita off as “repellent highbrow pornography.” He found Humbert tiresome, Nabokov’s humor flat, the whole disgusting, at least when it was not being “dull, dull, dull in a pretentious, florid, and archly fatuous fashion.” The novel fared better in the Sunday edition. The New Republic ran perhaps the most astute, adulatory review Lolita was to receive. In its lead editorial, by contrast, the magazine denounced the work as “an obscure chronicle of murder and a child’s destruction.”

			Editors with adolescent daughters in particular found themselves “revolted to the point of nausea.” Around the world Lolita would be written off as a wicked book, a shocking book, an obscene book. The London Sunday Express’s editor in chief howled that it was “sheer unrestrained pornography.” Evelyn Waugh thought it smut, if highly exciting smut. Louella Parsons announced that Lolita “will make you sick or want to take a bath.” It was banned not once but twice in France, where at the time of its American publication the novel could be sold but not exhibited. It was denounced in the House of Commons as “decadent” and “pornographic.” It invited a raid from Australia’s customs agents. It was seized by Candian customs. It drove the Texas town of Lolita to change its name. The Chicago Tribune, The Baltimore Sun, and The Christian Science Monitor refused to review it; public libraries refused to acquire it; Cincinnati booksellers refused to stock it. (What, a Cincinnati reporter phoned to ask, did Mr. Nabokov think of the fact that the city library had banned his book? If people liked to make fools of themselves, Nabokov replied, they were within their rights in doing so.) Oddly, Lolita tended to fare best among female reviewers. Elizabeth Janeway, Dorothy Parker, and Anita Loos read the novel with rapture. Among prominent women writers, it left only Rebecca West cold. She found it a labored production. West heard echoes of Dostoevsky in Lolita, issuing what could only have been to Nabokov the most hurtful of appraisals. On his extensive list of second-raters, Dostoevsky ranked near the top.

			
			The critical reception might well be similar were the book published today. Humbert remains “a shining example of moral leprosy,” as his introducer terms him. The novel has by no means shed its transgressive skin. What would have been different was its reception in Ithaca. It is now inconceivable that an Ivy League professor might publish a book that seduces us into considering a child molester as a kind of artist, that stations love anywhere near lechery, that might read, for much of its first 150 pages, as an elaborate male fantasy. The novel feels less perverse, more plausible. In 1958, the friends who had braced for the worst, who had given Nabokov three in five odds for losing his job, proved wrong. Cornell handled its new media celebrity with aplomb. There was little discussion on campus of the book’s morality. (“We don’t want to appear middle-class,” explained one senior.) It sold well in the bookstore; for the twelve copies of the novel in the university library, there were long waiting lists. One of Nabokov’s students confessed he was shocked not by Lolita but by the fact that the professor who read aloud from Ulysses with such visible discomfort had written it.

			
			The Cornell president’s office received only a few indignant missives. Would the author of Lolita not pervert the morals of the students? sputtered a concerned citizen in Cincinnati. (It is unclear why Nabokov set off such alarm bells in that city. Was it perhaps because he had arranged for Charlotte Haze to have been born near “stimulating Cincinnati”?) How could he continue on the faculty—and how could Cornell sanction such trash? The problem as ever remained one of conflation: It seemed impossible to separate the author from his diabolical creation. The university heard from at least one set of parents who forbade their daughter from setting foot in Nabokov’s classroom. They shuddered “in fear for any young girl who consulted him at a private conference or ran into him after dark on campus.” Véra noted that the university remained “ideally adult and unaffected”—to the great disappointment of the press. (She could not have known that Cornell’s president had assured a set of concerned parents that Nabokov “has been on the faculty since 1948 and has done some creditable writing.”)

			At all addresses, Nabokov found himself entangled with his protagonist (“We rolled over me. They rolled over him. We rolled over us”). No matter where he went, someone asked about the autobiographical elements of the novel. He made the most of such queries, gleefully reporting, at one juncture, on the strangers camped in his Ithaca garden, poised for an opportunity to break into the house. They expected to turn up in the diaries that would prove Lolita’s story true. He may or may not have noticed friends wincing around him. Some elected not to read the book. Others failed to finish it. One quietly suggested that its author had lost his mind. “I like it less than anything else of yours I have read,” Edmund Wilson wrote Nabokov, a response that stung. (Nabokov was delighted to hear of one reader who found the book immoral. That non-admirer was Adolf Eichmann.) A close Cornell colleague consoled himself: At least Vladimir had not forged ahead with the Siamese twins. Even the best of readers had a difficult time separating Nabokov from Humbert. Nadezhda Mandelstam, the writer and widow of the great poet, insisted that the man who composed Lolita “could not have done so unless he had in his soul those same disgraceful feelings for little girls.” Maurice Girodias assumed Vladimir to be Humbert Humbert. After all was said and done, having defended the novel in the most adoring and erudite terms, Lionel Trilling informed his wife

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
		
			
			Delectatio Morosa

			Lauren Groff

			Lolita is a paradox: a gorgeous and venomous flying moth, a beating heart with a hole in it, a creature bursting with life and stinking of death. It is unparalleled as a profane and dirty and gorgeous mirror of America. It is also the basest of objects in what it engenders.

			By engendering, of course, I do not mean the sterile sticky exertions of our glib pedophile upon his desperate love object, but rather how this most diabolical of novels has brought submerged patterns in the world to the surface and replicated them within even the innocents among us. And when I say diabolical, I mean it: there is something wholly of the devil in this book, not the red-skinned leaping horny long-tailed cloven-footed faun of folktales, but the towering Satan of John Milton’s Paradise Lost. Satan, with his arrogance and pride and ambition and true blazing genius, says, after having fallen “headlong, flaming” into the depths of hell in his failed attempt to rout God, that “the mind is its own place and in it self / can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.” Out of the shame and sorrow and murder of soul that Humbert Humbert perpetuates on poor child Dolores Haze, the poet in the pedophile sings a lamentation so beautiful it haunts the reader through life, makes a heaven out of the child’s sheer suffering hell. These mixed states of extremity can become, in the impressionable reader, a smudged bleak shadow underlying everyday reality.

			

			—

			
			The summer I read Lolita, I turned thirteen, around Lolita’s own age at the beginning of the book. I was no nymphet, if such a child truly exists in the world; I was a serious, studious, shy girl, very much still a child in my mind, skinny and nervous as a doe, although by then I had grown to my adult height. In the summers, I loved to climb a willow tree that had been struck flat at the midriff by lightning; I kept a water bottle with sugar-free Kool-Aid up there and an old My Little Pony sleeping bag, and disappeared for whole summer days to read in the cool green willow light by the lake. Sex was a vague, wordless shadow that existed somewhere outside of me, certainly not in my parents or their gross adult friends, but perhaps in the high schoolers in the far wings of the school building who blurred into one loud and seething mass in my terror of them. I was shocked by Lolita at first; and soon I began to be disturbed deep in my flesh by it. By the time I had finished it, the book had turned sex squarely in my direction and attached it to my body.

			And when I looked around, I discovered that all around me, the bodies of my little friends, these girls who rode their bikes in their Umbro shorts, who did ballet in pointe shoes, who secretly tried on their aunts’ sparkle lip gloss, who cried when they watched The Princess Bride during sleepovers—these half-grown girls—had become in my vision unexploded bombs waiting for male desire to light their fuses.

			
			I want to emphasize from the safety of my middle age that there was no real power in our tentative newfound status; but feeling oneself an object of attention can create the illusion of power. After all, there is a currency of attention, as well as a currency of attraction. Perhaps men had looked at us with lust before this, but I hadn’t noticed or felt the attention in my body. Now I did. Now I felt strange riding alone in cars with the fathers of the children I babysat, or being out of the water in my bathing suit, though all my life I’d been a competitive swimmer. I felt the eyes of men on me. I was cowed by the heat and weight of this attention. In truth, there was a part of me that also loved it, craved their eyes, their heat, their intake of breath.

			Perhaps more troublesomely, as my body awoke to sex through Lolita, I felt no reciprocal heat for the boys of my age around me who shyly showed their interest. Rather I turned in my uncertain hunger toward older men in the generation between me and my parents: actors, models, Ernest Hemingway in a passport photograph taken when he was twenty-four and ripped out of The New York Times Book Review. Not incidentally, that selfsame face that looked at me fixedly in my childhood bedroom became the face Humbert Humbert wore when I thought about his novel; the dark glower of Hemingway’s is still exactly that of the pedophile murderer in my mind. This does color Hemingway’s work in strange ways for me; I find I have stopped loving even the best of his work, through this sickly association that is not his fault.

			
			What I want to say is that the largest repercussion of having read Lolita at Lolita’s age is that the desire of grown men for young girls sank into my bones as truth. There was a return desire kindled less out of hunger than out of a sort of logical reciprocity. And for the rest of my life, this desire has spoken out of me. It has been one of my deepest erotic languages, one that I unconsciously replicated in a great deal of my own written work.

			For instance, in my first completed draft of a novel, one that would never be published, there is a teenage girl who wakes up one day with no mouth and no hands. She begins to have a secret sexual affair with her mother’s boyfriend, a man in his thirties.

			In my second completed draft of a novel, another that would never be published, I wrote the story of Abélard and Héloïse as a contemporary love story, somewhat ridiculously in a Scientology skyscraper; a fourteen-year-old girl and a man of thirty who begins as her tutor and becomes her lover.

			I abandoned these apprentice novels as they deserved to be abandoned. I wrote two others, which I also abandoned. I went to graduate school and began to write short stories. In my first workshop as an MFA student, I wrote my first story that was accepted for publication, “L. DeBard and Aliette.” I used the Abélard and Héloïse myth again. This time, the girl is sixteen years old and her legs have weakened from polio. A tutor is hired by the girl’s father to train her body back to full use again by teaching her to swim. It is also the time of the 1918 influenza epidemic. Despite the awkward premise, it came together as a story in a way none of my other stories ever had up to that point.

			
			This was the way I wrote protagonists’ first sexual encounter, in a pool:

			
				Aliette’s cheeks grow plump, and her legs regain many of their muscles. By May, L. is being driven crazy by the touches, leg sliding against leg, arm to knee, foot sliding silky across his shoulder. He immerses himself in a cold-water tub, like a racehorse, before coming out to greet her.

				Their flirtation slips. Dawn is pinkening in the clerestory window, and L. is lifting Aliette’s arm above the water to show her the angle of the most efficient stroke, when his torso brushes against hers, and stays. He looks at the dozing Rosalind. Then he lifts Aliette from the water and carries her to the men’s room.

				As she stands, leaning against the smooth tile wall and shivering slightly, he slides her suit from her shoulders and slips it down. To anyone else, she would be a skinny, slightly feral-looking little girl, but he sees the heart-shaped lips, the pulse thrumming in her neck, the way she bares her body bravely, arms down, palms turned out, watching him. He bends to kiss her. She smells of chlorine, lilacs, warm milk. He lifts her and leans her against the wall.

			

			This story was the first of mine accepted for publication, pulled out of the slush pile at The Atlantic by C. Michael Curtis. I was at the Vermont Studio Center on a fellowship, cold May wet with snowmelt, when I received the email. I printed it out, and clutching it in my hands, I went down to the river to be alone. I stared at the water coursing in its white frenzy over the dam until everything blurred in my eyes and I cried for a very long time out of astonishment and relief. This acceptance meant that I was no longer alone in my writing, rising every day at dawn for years out of sheer pigheadedness and until-then-baseless hope. I was told by a great and admired power to continue on. I had to wait a year until the story came out in the 2006 summer issue of the magazine, but when it did, I was contacted by agents, and eventually found the one who became the loving midwife to my work. The story ran in The Best American Short Stories. For a long time, it was the piece I was proudest of having written. It handed me my career in writing.

			
			But now, fifteen years after I wrote it, I can’t read this story anymore. I feel ill, even thinking of it. I see how deeply troublesome it is, how there are no moral repercussions for the adult man who has sex with a child placed in his care. It is a story I could not, would never, write now.

			In truth, all my published work exists on a spectrum of shame inside of me: I am no longer the person who wrote the words that made their way into the world. I have deepened as I’ve lived, and a writer is a person who, for better or worse, slowly develops her soul in public. Evolution can be terribly painful; so much is lost along the way. Still, my shame about this particular story lives not only in the gap between the way I thought in 2005 and the way that I think in 2020. My shame exists in the way that I so blithely, without thinking, further disseminated into the larger world the ideas and images and words that sexualized young girls. I adopted a very peculiar kind of male gaze and made it my own, and then, without questioning it, I smeared it around. Through the fiction that I have written these sixteen years, I have sent those dark spores out farther into the world. It would not have been so bad if I had made this imbalanced sex between girl and man morally fraught in my story, if I had made the reader pause to consider the ethics of my narrative, the way that Lolita itself does. But I was not sophisticated enough to do so at the time. I let the sex stay merely erotic. The story is a failed one.

			

			—

			
			When I look again at Lolita from this stance of shame, I see very clearly the ways in which Nabokov sets out to seduce his readers.

			Strike that: far darker than seduction, the novel’s aim is to groom us. In its opening pages, it is careful to establish that Humbert Humbert’s predilections are not unusual; they are almost too common, the book says confidently in multiple ways.

			The meat of the narrative is ostensibly the confession of a man awaiting trial for murder; his posthumous editor, one John Ray Jr., PhD, turns the horror of pedophilia cold and clinical with his academic authority, issuing a statement that “at least 12% of American adult males—a ‘conservative’ estimate according to Dr. Blanche Schwarzmann…enjoy yearly, in one way or another, the special experience” of pedophilia (outraged italics my own). This overweening editor invokes literary precedent, too, citing the “monumental decision rendered December 6, 1933, by Hon. John M. Woolsey in regard to another, considerably more outspoken book,” which one knows without having to look it up refers to James Joyce’s victory in the obscenity trial of United States v. One Book Called Ulysses. Ulysses is arguably more profane in the language it uses, but it certainly is not more outspoken than Lolita; and yet, Ray’s sere, academic confidence can plant in us the assumption that James Joyce’s is the more outrageous book. It is not.

			
			Within Humbert Humbert’s text itself, there are constant references to literary precursors: there is mad, bad, dangerous-to-know Lord Byron, who wrote lovesick poetry to a twelve-year-old (“Maid of Athens, ere we part”). Byron, who seduced and impregnated the underage Claire Clairmont, Mary Shelley’s half sister. Lolita also references Dante, who met his shining lifelong muse, the girl Beatrice Portinari, when they were both aged nine. But mostly over the pages there hangs like a bad glowering moon the influence of Edgar Allan Poe, who married his cousin Virginia when she was still thirteen. Poe surfaces in the glorious first passage of Humbert Humbert’s story when our narrator says: “In point of fact, there might have been no Lolita at all had I not loved, one summer, a certain initial girl-child. In a princedom by the sea.” The first stanza of Poe’s poem “Annabel Lee” runs:

			
				It was many and many a year ago,

				In a kingdom by the sea,

				That a maiden there lived whom you may know

				By the name of Annabel Lee;

				And this maiden she lived with no other thought

				Than to love and be loved by me.

			

			Humbert Humbert goes on to ecstatically describe this first prepubescent and frustrated love. His failure as a youth to possess his Annabel erotically before her too-young death of typhus is what, he says, seeds the hunger for other, later girl-children in him.

			
			The ground prepared, it is only then that Humbert Humbert delicately intimates that perhaps his disease was genetic and therefore not entirely his fault: we discover early on that in 1923 his own father was off “touring Italy with Mme de R. and her daughter.” On the by-now-sensitized reader’s ear, the fact of the young daughter shuts with a clang. What terrible things we imagine for this faceless daughter. No young girl, after Lolita, seems safe from predators.

			Now that the literary bona fides have been established and the pathology demonstrated, perhaps fictitiously, to be common—now that Humbert Humbert’s guilt has been dispersed so neatly among the ancestral and the illustrious—we readers have been made ripe for the plucking.

			And what a seduction it is. Vladimir Nabokov’s greatest charm in all of his work is the sensuous, ecstatic feel of his prose, the shock of surprise a reader has with every line, the slightly off-kilter adjectives and driving, breathless, musical rhythms:

			
				Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. Lo-lee-ta: the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap, at three, on the teeth. Lo. Lee. Ta.

			

			On any random page, the reader finds and loves this diabolical music:

			
				…a pinkish cozy, coyly covering the toilet lid….

				…And she was mine, she was mine, the key was in my fist, my fist was in my pocket, she was mine….

				
				…Quietly the fusion took place, and everything fell into order, into the pattern of branches that I have woven throughout this memoir with the express purpose of having the ripe fruit fall at the right moment….

			

			It is Nabokov’s urgent beauty, this playfulness, that pushes us through the moments of profound moral distress in the book, the times Humbert Humbert speaks of masturbating with Lolita’s coltish legs on the couch, his explicit descriptions of his first rape of her, the sickening list of fragments that he dreamt of with their first copulation: the lake, the “arbor in flame-flower,” the “tiger pursuing a bird of paradise, a choking snake sheathing whole the flayed trunk of a shoat.” Worst of all are the glimpses of Lolita’s quiet weeping, her braveness in the face of her desperation.

			And in order to make his book seem by the end less monstrous than its beginning might promise, Nabokov knows to twist his story at the precisely right time, to show that, all along, this book was not as flip as its surface seemed. With a poetic volta—in which Humbert Humbert takes his revenge upon Clare Quilty, who stole Lolita away from him—the book asserts that, all along, it has been wrestling with morality. The murder of Clare Quilty, having been shown to be far more depraved and evil than even Humbert Humbert, who “only” abused one child and not a great many of them, puts our protagonist into a comparatively golden light. Through Humbert Humbert’s murder of the far worse devil, our narrator ends up deranged and sick and in captivity, so thoroughly abased at last that he seems almost on the side of the angels. Here we come to the understanding that is the penance for the sin: the acknowledgment that the true murder committed was the murder of Lolita’s soul.

			
			It would be hard for any reader to not be astonished and moved by this aching contrition. It would be equally impossible for any writer to not feel as though she had watched a literary funambulist crossing the Grand Canyon on a loose tightrope in gale force winds.

			Under the immensity of these two feelings, a far more subtle one may secretly creep in. One may—one often does—finish Lolita with new eyes, seeing the lust of adult men for girl children not simply as a rare perversion, but rather as a confirmation of the way the world has always been. Within this bleak vision of reality, one naturally assumes that girls too young to understand their sexuality should be the objects of grown men’s lust. The reader can be infected with the assumption that the sexuality and sexualization of young girls is both deeply regrettable and simultaneously the natural state of human relations.

			But this could not be more untrue. Adolescent bodies were not made for childbearing; indeed, girls who become pregnant have twice the maternal mortality rates as older women who become pregnant. In the age of contraception, we can and should separate sexuality from procreation; if a girl comes into her sexuality it should not inherently mean that she’s ready for childbearing. To presume the sexual maturity of young girls is to make a social presumption; the truth of their readiness for sex is not in any way a biological truth.

			This is an important distinction. Sexual mores have always been an unspoken codification of a society’s ingrained power differentials. Despite whatever gains feminism may have made through blood and sweat and long hard years of struggle and rising again and again after constant debilitating defeat, these norms describe and sometimes impose limitations upon our imaginations. We all live within the patriarchy; we are born into it, and unless we have chosen to live in separatist lesbian utopias, and likely even then, we all struggle with the patriarchy’s hard edges. From her low place within the systems designed to keep her down, a young girl will never have the amount of power unconsciously wielded by any adult man who lusts after her. The wrongness of sex with a child of Lolita’s age when she loses her mother is blazingly clear; but further, a fully grown man having sex with a girl of even Lolita’s age when she dies in childbirth—seventeen years old—will always have the upper hand. No matter his self-justification, no matter how much he can gesture at the girl’s consent or her own lust, because of these power differentials he will always be engaging in a form of abuse.

			
			An unintentional side effect of a novel as powerful and pervasive as Lolita is to normalize the eroticizing of the bodies of underage girls. This is precisely what happened to me.

			

			—

			Like all classic books, Lolita shifts as you read it at different times of your life. Most years I reread this wonderful and terrible book at least once. At thirteen, I saw myself in the girl-child awakening to sex; at twenty, I saw the sliding moral shiftiness and the horror in the soul of the pedophile and felt a cautious understanding of him; at thirty and a mother myself, I saw myself in Lolita’s mother, poor mistaken Charlotte Haze, and the horror of what happened to the little girl at the center of the book grew reverberations. But even so, only until recently did I see my involvement for what it truly is.

			
			I love Lolita. Deep down I blame Lolita for corrupting me with a bad sexual narrative. I blame the book for so suavely eroticizing young girls that this bad eros has crept into my own spirit, into my own body without my understanding for over a quarter century that I had been infected. What had seemed a new and breathtaking heaven as a young girl has proven itself to be, with wisdom, hell. This book is not literally the patient zero for this epidemic of sexualizing young girls, as the novel carefully demonstrates that it is built on its predecessors; still, it may be the most efficacious vector for the spread of the disease. Nabokov’s most dazzling creation is both a truly towering work of genius and a profoundly poisonous thing that works in darkness and hurts in stealth. The narrow imagination may believe that its most pernicious effect is that it could lead evil men to justify doing evil things to children. In fact it may have done so, and if any single child has been hurt by this book, this moral shadow also must be reckoned with. But wait, that is not nearly the end of the bad, sick influence of this book, I want to shout, looking at my own soul. I implicate myself, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa. The spread of darkness is not only relegated to this book taken at its worst meaning, to men who read it and feel liberated into their basest impulses. The stranger truth is that women, even feminists like me, can be and have been infected by this book as well. I have been infected. I have taken the sexuality of young girls for granted, and I have spread it into the world with my own work. I, too, am complicit in the book’s deeper evils. I must make amends.

			

			—

			
			I ask myself: What do these amends look like?

			Like bucking the archetype that proves itself corrupt.

			Like bucking all archetypes that bind us to false notions of the world.

			Like understanding that archetypes exist solely to keep us from questioning the patriarchy and the institutions of power the patriarchy has created to perpetuate itself.

			Like exploding the patriarchy from within by the skillful use of the most seductive of tools, by narrative, narrative that blazes and burns things down to the ground, narrative that calls givens into question, narrative that dances and rages, narrative that delineates the limits of our understanding of our places in the world, narrative that helps to push those limits outward.

			The amends are difficult. They are probably impossible. But when I see my friend’s nine-year-old daughter out in her yard playing with her dog, as I did just this morning on my way back from the grocery store, this beautiful bright child who laughs a great deal and prefers to go barefoot everywhere and is deeply into robotics and baking cookies, this gentle creature whose sexuality innate or imposed has not yet reached out its shadowy hand to touch her, I could not live with myself if I didn’t try.

		

	
		
		
			
			Lolita, #MeToo, and Myself

			Morgan Jerkins

			When I meditate on Lolita now, as a woman of the #MeToo era, I see myself as a child who didn’t know that she, too, was a victim. I wonder if I was drawn to Lolita because I never stopped being a victim in some capacity to some man somewhere and because my body and mind subconsciously knew it. If I ever have the chance to teach Lolita, I wonder how my students’ engagement with it will be different or similar to mine as a seventeen-year-old girl. There is no right or wrong, but I can’t help but wonder if Lolita stays with me because of some unprocessed emotion that I have yet to sift through somewhere in my heart. But I refuse guilt. I refuse guilt and shame because I recognize that these two feelings do not come from within. And if they do not come from within, they are arriving from some external force: the world of “civilized” men. I cannot indict myself. I indict mankind. Lolita indicts the civilized world. Is that too simple? Is this me just digging my heels in as self-defense? I’ll never have the final answers, and this open-endedness is what characterizes much of my reading life. It’s those gaps and ambiguities with how I connect to authors that have me circling those same mountains, year after year, season after season.

			

			—

			
			I read Lolita for the first time in an AP English class where I finally had the opportunity to read and write about what I wanted from a list selected by my teacher. After years of Shakespearean plays, Lord of the Flies, A Separate Peace, The Great Gatsby, and The Catcher in the Rye, I had all but lost hope I’d find a text that I related to and that excited me, especially in my last year of high school. But when I perused my teacher’s list and came across that trisyllabic word, I immediately googled it and read the description, and my heart quickened. How did this man get a story like this published? Better yet, how can a story like this be so heralded? I was bewildered and yet consumed by a raging curiosity for the pages to come.

			Admittedly, I wasn’t offended. I was a seventeen-year-old whose then-DD-cup breasts and wide hips had been the source of fascination for older men since I was in middle school. Growing up, if you attracted an older man, you could ignite envy in your friends who had to relegate themselves to male peers, boys whom we often considered immature and unworthy. In my own social circles, we imagined that older guys had a bigger dating pool, and if they were going to step outside to talk to us, then we must be carrying ourselves with sophistication and sexual allure that was too striking to ignore. When I read Lolita, I wasn’t focusing on the bigger issues—pedophilia, kidnapping, sexual and psychological abuse—I finally got to dive into the mentality of a man who had an interest in much younger females. I wanted to know why. Why her? Why would this seemingly erudite and worldly man have his eyes set on a child? I hoped that within these pages, I’d find some understanding of the older boys who admired—or preyed—on me. But I didn’t finish the novel with any real enlightenment. I interpreted the ending as poetic: two people ruined, a woman who was victimized many times over and a man obsessed with this woman. I finished my presentation, received an A, and graduated. But my fascination with Nabokov had only just begun.

			
			Three years later, I traveled to St. Petersburg to continue my Russian language study. I visited the Nabokov museum, where I learned about Nabokov’s idiosyncrasies, his early life, his butterfly research, and of course his books. I watched videos of him speaking and walked through rooms observing his many collections. But when it came to Lolita, very little was said about the controversy itself. From what I can recall, there was more of an emphasis on the hardships Nabokov faced getting Lolita published than on the salacious content itself. At the time, I was just a baby feminist, still learning how structural sexism impacted my existence, so I did not pry. I thought sex and affection might be interpreted differently in a Russian context. Once when I was watching a film in my Russian class, there was an explicit scene between one of the male protagonists and a maid. He walked into her room, tore at her clothes, and they engaged in passionate, explicit sex. One of my classmates wanted to call what he did iznasilovaniye, or rape, but my instructor disagreed. She said the scene was ambiguous. It was awkward. We could’ve argued with her if we had wanted to because this was an advanced Russian class. We’d discussed Lermontov and Brodsky in the language. But this was pre-#MeToo. We had not had the many conversations surrounding what is and is not consent. When I think about that sex (or rape) scene as well as my years-long connection to Nabokov and Lolita, I try to give myself grace. I was young. The audacity of men was something I could not turn away from, and I didn’t have the words to articulate why. I didn’t feel shame in liking Nabokov or Lolita. In fact, I found both him and the book to be an essential part of my personal as well as my academic life.

			

			—

			
			You can imagine my surprise several years later, now in 2019, thick in the #MeToo movement, when I saw people on Twitter suggest that Lolita be banned. I felt propelled to act. I tweeted that this proposal was an idiotic idea, but the more I tried to explain myself in private, the more I felt I was sounding like a conservative white man talking head: Cancel culture is getting out of control! This political correctness is stifling intellectualism! This is an attempt to silence!

			Once I calmed down and regained center, a question emerged: If Lolita were to be banned from schools, libraries, prisons, you name it, what good would that serve our culture? Pedophiles and ephebophiles are all around us, some living right in our apartment buildings or on our blocks. Statutory rape is still a federal crime, with one in three forcible rapes involving a juvenile victim. And yes, there are still young girls who fantasize about being with older men. It’s been that way since before Christ. Fourteen-year-old groupies sleeping with some of our biggest rock and roll legends in the seventies have morphed into underage women being recruited as “girls” to party with rich men in the hottest nightclubs.

			
			The more I built my case for no one other than myself, the more I realized that Lolita is relevant in our time and the fact that the New York City literary community was even considering banning it shows just how incendiary and relevant it is decades later.

			

			—

			In a January 1964 interview with Playboy, Alvin Toffler asked Nabokov if he regretted having written Lolita, to which he replied, “No, I shall never regret Lolita. She was like the composition of a beautiful puzzle—its composition and its solution at the same time, since one is a mirror view of the other, depending on the way you look.” Critics believed that Nabokov had an intense preoccupation with young girls, to which he replied that they were searching for a nonexistent moral flaw in his behavior. He didn’t know any American twelve-year-old girls. Nabokov wanted Lolita to stand on its own literary merit rather than through scandal. He classified it as “a serious book with a serious purpose.” But what purpose? I asked myself. It sounded like Nabokov was being purposefully elusive.

			I dug a bit further and found that although others claimed potential inspiration came from Lewis Carroll and Charlie Chaplin, who both dated young girls, a German short story of the same title, and a true story of a fifty-year-old man kidnapping an eleven-year-old girl, Nabokov claimed that the spark for the novel had come from an ape held in captivity who, when given a writing tool, created a sketch of bars for his own cage. He said, “I would say that my baboon, Humbert Humbert…is doing exactly that, you see. He’s drawing and shading and erasing and redrawing the bars of his cage, the bars between him and what he terms the human herd.” I found it intriguing that Nabokov posited Humbert Humbert as a captive animal, as though he had been placed in his predicament against his will with a barrier between him and us, for his own sake. But boundary pushing is often permitted to go on under the radar in plain sight, mind you—for men, due to their privilege.

			
			We’ve seen this trope before of men who cross the line. It’s often because they are narcissists: Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, now Humbert Humbert in Lolita. Raskolnikov is a murderer, Holden Caulfield is a young man with deep emotional issues, and Humbert Humbert is a pedophile. I never consider these men to be different or unique, no matter how long their cathartic and confessional paragraphs extend. On the contrary, I marvel at how much they are able to get away with because of their male privilege, how their creators could conjure up men who are very unlikable on their veneer to engrave some of the most memorable characters into the global canon.

			In Russian, a criminal is called a prestupnik. Humbert Humbert was able to get away with what he was able to get away with for so long with Dolores not only because arguably he “looked” like a law-abiding citizen but also because men always test—or violate—the lines, often with impunity. For white men in particular, weird tics, idiosyncrasies, and deviant behavior can often be misconstrued as eccentricities, especially if they are cosmopolitan and/or attractive. Because these white men are deemed eccentric, they are assumed to be law-abiding or innocent of wrongdoing. This grace is not given to men of color. Humbert Humbert believes himself to be different, but his behavior aligns with that of many of his contemporaries and predecessors. To add further complication, because Nabokov is a master of language, he doesn’t say that he believes Humbert Humbert is different from the human herd but that Humbert Humbert believes he is. Can a creator be separate from his creation? Haven’t we always asked this question with regards to writers, artists, and musicians?

			
			I have a bachelor’s degree in comparative literature, and one of my specialties is nineteenth-century Russian literature. I have dreams of giving lectures comparing Russian literature to African American literature. I can talk about diversity in publishing and breaking through as a Black female author, but I am also qualified to talk about Russian writers and that is not a footnote to my story. How can I hold two truths—that Lolita is necessary, though the acts displayed by the protagonist are despicable—when I still have difficulties holding space for myself as a Black woman in public life?

			I wonder if Lolita is a necessary text for other Black and Brown girls and women as it was for me. I know many of us know of Humbert Humbert in our communities. We know how easy it is for a charming man to ingratiate himself into our families, into our homes, and because we are both female and marginalized, we have a compounded pressure to defend men at the expense of ourselves. In this way, Lolita will be relatable because of the pervasiveness of male predation across racial and socioeconomic lines.

			I wish that I could say I love Lolita simply for its language and syntax, but that’s not true. I love Lolita for its audacity. As Caitlin Flanagan of The Atlantic puts it, “Lolita depends on the combination of revulsion and ecstasy that it engenders in its readers” as a part of its “enduring allure.” This is unequivocally true. We can disavow ourselves of Lolita in our reading lives, but if we read The Daily Beast, Jezebel, or The New York Times, we are going to find Lolita elsewhere. We may already know her. We may have been her. Humbert Humbert’s not the ape, that beastly animal who needs to be detained. He’s simply a man, and that’s the most frightening realization of all.
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Library Ban On ‘Lollta Blasted

The Cincinnat Publiec L.i-
brary ‘and the Government
of. France became unlikely
mutual targets as literary
war was declared yesterday
over the controversial new
novel, “Lolita”

G. P. Putnam's Sons, New
York publishers of the novel,
declared banning of the book

by the library here and the
French Government were in

“direct violation of the free-
dom of the press.”

And, declared Putnam's
president, Walter J. Minton,
the publishing house and the
author “intend to fight the
hans with all the means at
their disposal.”

Minton did not elaborate
on what those means were.

“Lolita,” by Vladimir Nab-
okov, professor of literature
at Cornell University, deals
with the passion of a middle-
aged man for a 12-year-old
girl.

A furor has been building |

across the country since its
recent publication. It has
been called both humorous
and obscene.

Minton noted that “Lolita”
was accorded critical acelaim
in New York. He also noted
that one member of the Cin-
cinnati Library's book selec-

tion committee ha resigned
in protest over lm‘
here,

He said the Fren:
had lifted the original ban
there on the novel, but that
Putnam'’s has since been noti-
fied of a special decree of the
French Government which
banned it a second time,

banning

‘h couris
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BOOKS AND PEOPLE

BY ROBERT KIRSCH

- NOTES ON NEW YORK: The best news which came
out of my trip to New York to attend the National Book
Awards was given to me by Walter Minton, president of
Putnam’s, who said that his firm plans to bring out the
controversial Vladimir Nabokov novel LOLITA. This
novel, which was originally published in Paris and has
been available under the counter in this country for an
outrageous price, is bound to bring a peck of difficulty for
its publisher. It will undoubtedly be banned in Boston
and there may be countless harassing actions similar to
those against Joyce's “Ulysses” but it is a worthwhile ex-
pression of the novelist's art and deserving of a chance to
be read by the American public.

The news of its impending publication is especially
gratifying to me. In my daily column, The Book Report,
for May 23 last year I wrote that “Lolita” had become a
test of courage for the American publishing business.
Putnam'’s has accepted that challenge; the more credit to
that excellent firm.






