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  Colin MacCabe and David Meeker

SERIES CONSULTANTS

Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect show-prints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, filmmakers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon . . . informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves

New Statesman & Society
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I was the shadow of the monarch seen

Through the false window of the movie screen.

I was the fine phrase buried in a film style:

A simile debased into a smile.

I was the words that pictures rarely talk of

In movies made from novels by Nabokov.

I was Vladimir's book van, made to stall

Because it ran into a Kubrick wall.

I was the nymphet Hum could not possess

10Because she'd grown into a Lioness

And lost her schoolgirl power to enchant –

A Tuesday Weld pursued by Cary Grant.

I was the movie usherette whose spark

Lit furtive, fatal laughter in the dark;

I was the vermin Hermann, who would snare

A twin – stunt double for his mad despair;

I was the man who filled his nuptial void

With robot paramours: King, Queen, And Droid.

Enfin, I was the novelist who watched

20As each of his books-into-films was botched.

I'm speaking to you now through the façade

Of that imperious impaler, Vlad,

Not of the real Nabokov, who'd admit

That film was more to me, and I to it.

I intersected with the movies' gaze

As Humbert saw the young Dolores Haze:

A lissome, coarse, naive, beguiling witch,

A moving picture framed in gilded kitsch,

A kitten in American fake fur

30To warm a European connoisseur.

Thus Hollywood to me: a pasture full

Of pretty creatures, barnyard words, and bull.

I used to like to visit theatres where

I'd see a comedy by René Clair,

A Marxist stateroom scene, a Hardy laugh,

The languor of a starlet's downy calf.

But I preferred the sweat behind the sweet,

The chewing gum beneath the velvet seat;

The couple coupling in the back row, blind

40To their huge doubles on the screen entwined;

The picture fans whose fondest hopes were clipped

From the posh lustre of a Metro script.

To them, the dearest dream ethereal;

To me, the merest raw material.

I took these film-besotted wretches and

Applied to them my writer's sleight-of-hand:

Albinus K., producer, movie-lorn;

Lolita H., recruit for Quilty's porn;

Herr Hermann K., sad cinemaniac . . .

50But never V. Nabokov, movie hack.

Oh, once I was a picture writer in

The would-be Russia of Weimar Berlin.

And more than once my slim form was allowed

To peer out of a movie-extra crowd:

The larval author lurking in costume,

As Hitchcock did, or Vivian Darkbloom.

A few years later, I was nearly flown

To Hollywood to work with Milestone.

But when my camera shuttered, I withdrew

60To see what my true muse would lead me to.

A generation passed. A nymphet kissed

The ear lobe of an aging novelist.

Then, from the pulpit, censors read the bans

And damned my 'dirty book' without a glans.

They made the child famous, made me rich

And raised again my movie-writing itch.

When Kubrick put my darling on the screen,

I saw my words made whispers, twelve made teen,

Back roads made backlots, US made UK.

70And green made gold, and me an émigré

From Lo, whom I conceived but could not save.

Except for that grand gaffe, I never gave

The pictures in my head to film. I could

Be paid, but not betrayed, by Hollywood.

Fitzgerald might have fallen there – a fawn

Caught in the klieg lights of a mogul's yawn –

But not I. I could gauge the camera's lure

And still know how to shade the aperture.

So let film versions of my novels reek

80Of grimy hands upon some choice antique.

I know those nitrate reels will decompose.

But each good reader will preserve my prose,

And his creative memory will save

My Laughter in the Dark and King Queen Knave.

He'll play the true Lolita and Despair

In his cinémathèque imaginaire.

Here lies Nabokov: teacher, critics' pet,

Daft lepidopterist (nut with a net),

A portraitist of haunted souls, who paints,

90In pastel, lurid eyes: a beast's, a saint's,

A monster humanised when he's unmanned.

And here flies V. N.'s work through movieland:

A butterfly in the projector beam.

It floats, then flits away, as in a dream

Of monarchs who find freedom in a cage

With horizontal bars – lines on a page.

To readers, not to viewers, falls the task

Of tiptoeing into the cage to ask:

Who was that monarch? What did he mean?


COMMENTARY
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Line 1 (a): I was the shadow

'Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul.'

Of the four great novelists of this century (Proust, Joyce, Nabokov, Fulmerford), Vladimir Nabokov is the only one whose muse summered in cinema. Among world-class directors, Stanley Kubrick the one most closely associated with film adaptations of novels.

Nabokov called Lolita 'my best work in English', and that judgment seems modest today. Kubrick called his film of Lolita his one manifest failure. 'Had I realised how severe the [censorship] limitations were going to be,' he told Newsweek in 1972, 'I probably wouldn't have made the film.' In 1987, he admitted to Der Spiegel that the limitations went beyond those of censorship to his timidity in translating a novel whose glory was in its unique narrative voice. 'If it had been written by a lesser author,' Kubrick said, 'it might have been a better film.'

They might both be right, and there still would be a reason for this little book. A novel, even the novel Nabokov completed in 1954, may have aspects that can be expressed more delicately or pertly on screen. A film, even the film Kubrick and his producing partner, James B. Harris, made in 1961–2, may mark only one stage, and not necessarily the highest, in the continuing life of a work of fiction. Each may reveal the boundaries of the other, if only by crossing them or tiptoeing around them. In the thirty-two years since Lolita's release, the ghosts of novel and film still hunt and haunt each other – as if they were Humbert Humbert, world-renowned paedophile, and Clare Quilty, his evil twin in their mirrored pursuit of young Dolores Haze, alias Lolita.

Nabokov's cross and joy was knowing that he wrote for himself and posterity. He risked his bijou reputation and his university position for a book about 'a man who liked little girls'. His early fears that the novel might never be published in America were, for four agonising years, justified. Yet he did not compromise Lolita's story or style. The work cost him nothing but agony.

Kubrick's joy and cross was that of any artist addressing a touchy topic in a mass medium in 1962: to know that everyone could see his work, but that the work would be a compromise between the artist's ambitions and his patron's apprehensions. The film cost its backers $1,750,000, a tenth of the price tag for the same year's Mutiny on the Bounty but nonetheless real money. Hollywood-style movies were still part of a mass medium. Each picture was expected to appeal, potentially, to everyone and, more important, to offend no one. Megamillion-dollar 'art movies' – not the kind of weird filth that Quilty made (see note to line 48), but the kind that Lolita might have been, heedless of studio hindrance or popular head-scratching, in some ideal parallel universe – were a few years away, and Kubrick would sire the breed with 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). The rambunctious depiction of teen sexuality would follow a few years after that: A Clockwork Orange (1971). Then the exhaustively judicious adaptation of a difficult novel: Barry Lyndon (1975). And then the exposé of a haunted writer abusing a precocious child: The Shining (1980).

It happens that Nabokov wrote Lolita at exactly the right moment for its artistic and commercial success. Within a few years of his completing it, the Supreme Court in the US and Parliament in the UK had liberalised statutes protecting the written word.

It happens that Kubrick directed Lolita at just the wrong moment. Within a few years of his completing it, American film-makers would take their cue from Europeans and force an 'adult' cinema on their sponsors and their audience. Nabokov could write an 'unprintable' novel, then bide his time for a more tolerant judiciary and less timid publishers. But Kubrick could not, really, make an 'unreleaseable' picture; outrage was not an option. We must consider, then, not the film that this gifted director might have made, but the one that he did.

This was a May–September romance. The writer and the director collided at the apogee of Nabokov's genius and the early flowering of Kubrick's film mastery. The day Lolita opened, Nabokov was 63 and had been writing fiction for nearly forty years; Kubrick, 33, had been directing features for fewer than ten. If one were to chart Kubrick's career, Lolita would represent a promise and a frustration. If one were to chart Nabokov's, the novel could be seen on the highest plateau
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