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  Context


  Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov was born in St. Petersburg, Russia, on April 23, 1899, into a family with a long history of public service and scholarship. After the Russian Revolution of 1917, Nabokov and his family went into exile in England. Trilingual in Russian, English, and French from an early age, Nabokov earned an honors degree in Slavic and Romance languages from Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1922. He embarked upon a literary career, writing primarily in Russian. Among his notable early works was a Russian translation of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. In 1925, Nabokov married Vera Slonim, and in 1934 their only child, Dmitri, was born. The Nabokovs lived in both Germany and France before emigrating to the United States in 1940, where Nabokov taught literature courses at Wellesley and Cornell Universities. The move to America also inspired Nabokov to begin writing in English.


  By 1955, Nabokov had already published a number of novels but had yet to create his masterpiece Lolita, which Nabokov began writing in 1949. It was originally rejected by no fewer than four American publishers, who found the story of a middle-aged professor’s lust for his preteen stepdaughter too inflammatory for publication. Undaunted, Nabokov persisted, and Lolita was eventually published in France in 1955 by the marginally reputable Olympia Press. Though it was condemned in some corners as scandalous trash, Lolita became an underground literary sensation in France. Driven by the growing critical acclaim for the book, Putnam published an American edition of the novel in 1958. Some countries deemed Lolita obscene and banned it, but the novel became a best seller in the United States, despite its controversial subject matter.


  In its frank discussions of forbidden desire and sexuality, Lolita was revolutionary for its time. Though such writers as D. H. Lawrence and James Joyce had written about sexuality at the turn of the century, and though the evolution of psychology had brought the themes of sexuality and repression to the forefront of popular culture, no book had so explicitly expplored the darker elements of sex and desire. Nabokov was not a proponent of Freudian psychology, but he could not ignore its impact on literature or on the study of human emotion. In Lolita, he attempts to subvert the traditional views of sexuality and psychology while pretending to pay homage to them.


  Lolita also represents a classic example of postmodern literature. Postmodernism arose in the early years of the twentieth century and represented, in part, a move away from the notion that a novel should tell a realistic story from an objective perspective. Postmodern writers are primarily interested in writing that evokes the fragmentary nature of experience and the complexity of language. Humbert Humbert, the protagonist of Lolita, narrates the novel from a highly subjective point of view, and he uses rich, sophisticated language to do so. Lolita contains a vast variety of linguistic devices, including puns, multilingual expressions, artistic allusions, word patterns, and references to other works. These devices followed from the then-popular idea that a novel was not a fixed work of literature, but rather a more fluid, organic creation that was interconnected with other media. Humbert’s elegant and sinuous prose, however, conceals a subversive intent. The beauty and intensity of the language allow readers to remain sympathetic to the pedophile protagonist and compel them to read further, despite the numerous distressing events within the novel.


  Though Lolita is a fictional memoir, Nabokov actually shared many personality traits with his protagonist Humbert Humbert. Both men were highly educated, academically oriented European exiles who made their homes in America, and both possessed a compelling gift for language. However, unlike the pedophiliac, delusional Humbert, Nabokov was a devoted family man who lived a quiet, scholarly existence. Because of Lolita’s success as a novel and as a film, Nabokov had the funds to retire to Switzerland in 1960 and devote himself exclusively to writing until his death in 1977. A prolific author, Nabokov’s other notable works include Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited (1951), Pnin (1957), Pale Fire (1962), and Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969). Nabokov also developed talents and hobbies besides writing. His passion for lepidoptera, the study of butterflies, earned him a position with the Museum of Natural History in New York. He was also a skilled chess player, a creator of Russian crosswords, and an avid tennis player.


  Lolita was twice adapted for film. Stanley Kubrick directed the first adaptation, starring James Mason, Sue Lyons, and Peter Sellers, in 1962. Nabokov himself worked on the script, and the controversial film, though generally well received, garnered criticism for being too darkly comical on the subject of pedophilia. Lolita was adapted for film again in 1997, by director Adrian Lyne, and starred Jeremy Irons, Dominique Swain, and Frank Langella. The movie stirred up controversy once again, this time for its sex scenes between Irons and the underage Swain. After some difficulty finding an American distributor, Lyne released the movie to mixed reviews. While elements of Lolita lend themselves to film, and though the novel explicitly recognizes film as an influence, neither film fully captures the complicated mix of acrobatic language, black comedy, and tender romantic sentiment for which the novel had become famous. The novel has numerous references—from crude, lowbrow puns to highly obscure scholarly references—and it encompasses a vast array of human emotion—from tragic to comic. None of these elements come through as effectively on screen as they do in the book itself.


  Plot Overview


  In the novel’s foreword, the fictional John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., explains the strange story that will follow. According to Ray, he received the manuscript, entitled Lolita, or the Confession of a White Widowed Male, from the author’s lawyer. The author himself, known by the pseudonym of Humbert Humbert (or H. H.), died in jail of coronary thrombosis while awaiting a trial. Ray asserts that while the author’s actions are despicable, his writing remains beautiful and persuasive. He also indicates that the novel will become a favorite in psychiatric circles as well as encourage parents to raise better children in a better world.


  In the manuscript, Humbert relates his peaceful upbringing on the Riviera, where he encounters his first love, the twelve-year-old Annabel Leigh. Annabel and the thirteen-year-old Humbert never consummate their love, and Annabel’s death from typhus four months later haunts Humbert. Although Humbert goes on to a career as a teacher of English literature, he spends time in a mental institution and works a succession of odd jobs. Despite his marriage to an adult woman, which eventually fails, Humbert remains obsessed with sexually desirable and sexually aware young girls. These nymphets, as he calls them, remind him of Annabel, though he fails to find another like her. Eventually, Humbert comes to the United States and takes a room in the house of widow Charlotte Haze in a sleepy, suburban New England town. He becomes instantly infatuated with her twelve-year-old daughter Dolores, also known as Lolita. Humbert follows Lolita’s moves constantly, occasionally flirts with her, and confides his pedophiliac longings to a journal. Meanwhile, Charlotte Haze, whom Humbert loathes, has fallen in love with him. When Charlotte sends Lolita off to summer camp, Humbert marries Charlotte in order to stay near his true love. Humbert wants to be alone with Lolita and even toys with the idea of killing Charlotte, but he can’t go through with it. However, Charlotte finds his diary and, after learning that he hates her but loves her daughter, confronts him. Humbert denies everything, but Charlotte tells him she is leaving him and storms out of the house. At that moment, a car hits her and she dies instantly.


  Humbert goes to the summer camp and picks up Lolita. Only when they arrive at a motel does he tell her that Charlotte has died. In his account of events, Humbert claims that Lolita seduces him, rather than the other way around. The two drive across the country for nearly a year, during which time Humbert becomes increasingly obsessed with Lolita and she learns to manipulate him. When she engages in tantrums or refuses his advances, Humbert threatens to put her in an orphanage. At the same time, a strange man seems to take an interest in Humbert and Lolita and appears to be following them in their travels.


  Humbert eventually gets a job at Beardsley College somewhere in the Northeast, and Lolita enrolls in school. Her wish to socialize with boys her own age causes a strain in their relationship, and Humbert becomes more restrictive in his rules. Nonetheless, he allows her to appear in a school play. Lolita begins to behave secretively around Humbert, and he accuses her of being unfaithful and takes her away on another road trip. On the road, Humbert suspects that they are being followed. Lolita doesn’t notice anything, and Humbert accuses her of conspiring with their stalker.


  Lolita becomes ill, and Humbert must take her to the hospital. However, when Humbert returns to get her, the nurses tell him that her uncle has already picked her up. Humbert flies into a rage, but then he calms himself and leaves the hospital, heartbroken and angry.


  For the next two years, Humbert searches for Lolita, unearthing clues about her kidnapper in order to exact his revenge. He halfheartedly takes up with a woman named Rita, but then he receives a note from Lolita, now married and pregnant, asking for money. Assuming that Lolita has married the man who had followed them on their travels, Humbert becomes determined to kill him. He finds Lolita, poor and pregnant at seventeen. Humbert realizes that Lolita’s husband is not the man who kidnapped her from the hospital. When pressed, Lolita admits that Clare Quilty, a playwright whose presence has been felt from the beginning of the book, had taken her from the hospital. Lolita loved Quilty, but he kicked her out when she refused to participate in a child pornography orgy. Still devoted to Lolita, Humbert begs her to return to him. Lolita gently refuses. Humbert gives her 4,000 dollars and then departs. He tracks down Quilty at his house and shoots him multiple times, killing him. Humbert is arrested and put in jail, where he continues to write his memoir, stipulating that it can only be published upon Lolita’s death. After Lolita dies in childbirth, Humbert dies of heart failure, and the manuscript is sent to John Ray, Jr., Ph.D.


  Character List


  
    Humbert Humbert - The narrator and protagonist of Lolita. Humbert is an erudite European intellectual with an obsessive love for nymphets and a history of mental illness. He manages to seduce the reader with his gift for beautiful language, but he is nonetheless capable of rape and murder. Humbert, despite his knowledge of the world, becomes self-aware only toward the end of the novel, when he realizes he has ruined Lolita’s childhood. He writes the story of Lolita from his prison cell, where he awaits trial for murder. However, he dies of heart failure soon after Lolita’s death.

  


  
    Dolores (Lolita) Haze - The novel’s eponymous nymphet. An adolescent, she is seductive, flirtatious, and capricious, and she initially finds herself attracted to Humbert, competing with her mother for his affections. However, when his demands become more pressing, and as she spends more time with children her own age, she begins to tire of him. Humbert attempts to educate her, but she remains attached to American popular culture and unimpressed with his cultured ideas. Eventually, she runs off with Clare Quilty, but he abandons her after she refuses to participate in child pornography. She eventually marries Dick Schiller and dies in childbirth.

  


  
    Clare Quilty - Humbert’s shadow and double. Quilty is a successful playwright and child pornographer who takes a liking to Lolita from an early age. He follows her throughout the story, ultimately kidnapping her away from Humbert. Though Lolita is in love with him, he eventually tires of her. Nabokov conceals Quilty’s importance to the story until nearly the end. Quilty is amoral, highly literate, and completely corrupt.

  


  
    Charlotte Haze - Lolita’s mother and Humbert’s wife. A middle-class woman who aspires to be cultured and sophisticated, Charlotte never manages to be much more than a bourgeois housewife. Her relationship with Lolita is strained throughout the novel. Charlotte worships Humbert and stays blind to his pedophilia and lust for her daughter until she discovers his diary. She dies soon after in a car accident.

  


  
    Annabel Leigh - Humbert’s childhood love. Annabel and her family visit Humbert’s father’s hotel as tourists. Despite having many physical encounters, Humbert and Annabel are unable to consummate their adolescent love. She later dies of typhus in Corfu. Humbert remains obsessed with her memory until he meets Lolita.

  


  
    Valeria - Humbert’s first wife, whom he married to cure himself of his addiction to nymphets. Humbert finds Valeria intellectually inferior and often bullies her. When he plans to move to America, Valeria leaves him to marry a Russian taxi driver. Valeria and her husband die in California years later.

  


  
    Jean Farlow - A friend of Charlotte’s and the wife of John Farlow. John and Jean Farlow are among Charlotte and Humbert’s few friends. After Charlotte’s death, she secretly kisses Humbert. She eventually dies of cancer.

  


  
    John Farlow - A friend of Charlotte’s, married to Jean. He handles the Haze estate after Charlotte dies, but he eventually relegates his duties to a lawyer because of the complicated nature of the case. After Jean dies, he marries someone else and lives an adventurous life in South America.

  


  
    Dick Schiller - Lolita’s husband. Dick is a simple, good-natured working man who is deaf in one ear, Dick has no idea about the sexual relationship between Humbert and Lolita, believing Humbert to simply be Lolita’s father. Dick receives a job offer in Alaska, where he plans to take Lolita, whom he calls Dolly.

  


  
    Rita - An alcoholic whom Humbert lives with after he loses Lolita. Toward the end of their affair, Rita has many encounters with the law and becomes paranoid that Humbert will leave her. Humbert finds her comforting but regards her as simple-minded.

  


  
    Mona - Lolita’s favorite friend at the Beardsley School for Girls. Mona has already had an affair with a marine and appears to be flirting with Humbert. However, she refuses to divulge any of Lolita’s secrets. She helps Lolita lie to Humbert when Humbert discovers that Lolita has been missing her piano lessons.

  


  
    Gaston Grodin - A plump, beloved French professor at Beardsley College. Gaston is popular in the community and helps Humbert find his house and settle into Beardsley. They often play chess together, but Humbert thinks him a poor scholar and not very smart. Gaston also has a predilection for young boys, which no one in Beardsley seems to notice.

  


  
    Mrs. Pratt - The headmistress of the Beardsley School for Girls. Humbert is unimpressed with Pratt’s emphasis on social skills and her resistance to traditional academic approaches. She calls Humbert to her office to discuss Lolita’s disciplinary problems and expresses concern that Lolita is not developing sexually.

  


  
    Ivor Quilty - Clare Quilty’s uncle, a dentist. Dreamy and well liked, he thinks of his nephew with kind indulgence. He has been friends with the Haze family all his life. Humbert finds Clare Quilty by visiting Ivor at his office.

  


  
    Monique - A French nymphet prostitute. Initially, Humbert is attracted to her nymphet qualities and begins an affair with her. However, he becomes disillusioned by her maturation and abruptly ends the affair.

  


  
    John Ray, Jr., Ph.D. - The author of the foreword and the editor of Humbert’s memoir.

  


  
    Shirley Holmes - Lolita’s summer-camp director.

  


  
    Charlie - Shirley Holmes’s son, who also works at the camp. Lolita has her first sexual experiences with him, but she is unimpressed by his manners. Later Humbert discovers that he has been killed in Korea.

  


  
    Barbara - Lolita’s friend at camp. Barbara has sex with Charlie in the bushes while Lolita stands guard. Finally, Barbara convinces Lolita to “try it,” which she does.

  


  
    Vivian Darkbloom - Clare Quilty’s female writing partner. Lolita confuses Humbert by telling him that Vivian is a man and Clare is a woman. After Quilty’s death, Vivian writes Quilty’s biography. “Vivian Darkbloom” is an anagram for “Vladimir Nabokov.”

  


  
    John (Jack) Windmuller - The lawyer to whom John Farlow entrusts the Haze estate. He handles the estate but wants nothing to do with the sordidness surrounding the impending trial.

  


  
    Frederick Beale, Jr. - The driver of the car that kills Charlotte.

  


  Analysis of Major Characters


  
    Humbert Humbert


    Humbert Humbert uses language to seduce the readers of his memoir, and he almost succeeds in making himself a sympathetic pedophile. He criticizes the vulgarity of American culture, establishing himself as an intellectual. His ironic, self-mocking tone and his complicated word games divert readers’ attention from the horrors he describes. His skill with language makes him a persuasive narrator, often able to convince readers to see his perspective. These linguistic skills, along with his distinguished appearance, erudition, and European roots, enable him to seduce the women around him as well. Humbert has never wanted for love.


    As a young boy, Humbert embarks on a short-lived, unconsummated, and ultimately tragic romance with Annabel Leigh, a “nymphet” (a prepubescent girl between the ages of about nine and fourteen).. Since then, he has been obsessed with the particular type of girl Annabel represents. He marries adult women in an effort to overcome his craving for nymphets, but the marriages always dissolve, and the longings remain. Despite his failed marriages, his mental problems, and his sporadic employment, Humbert still attracts attention consistently from the opposite sex, though he usually disdains this attention. He claims to have loved only Lolita, and his obsession eventually consumes him.


    Humbert is a completely unreliable narrator, and his myopic self-delusion and need for sympathy make many of his statements suspect. He claims Lolita seduced him and that she was in complete control of the relationship. However, Humbert, as the adult, clearly has the upper hand. He controls the money and Lolita’s freedom, and he often repeats that Lolita has nowhere to go if she leaves him. When Lolita occasionally shrinks from his touch, he views her reluctance as an example of her mercurial nature, rather than as a child’s repulsion at an adult’s sexual advances. Humbert claims that his feelings for Lolita are rooted in love, not lust, but his self-delusion prevents him from making this case convincingly. Alternately slavish and domineering, Humbert has little control over his feelings and impulses. He never considers the morality of his actions, and he refuses to acknowledge that Lolita may not share his feelings. As his relationship with Lolita deteriorates, Humbert becomes more and more controlling of her and less and less in control of himself. He considers Quilty’s love for Lolita deviant and corrupting, and he murders Quilty to avenge Lolita’s lost innocence, a seemingly drastic act of denial of his own complicity in that loss. Only near the end of the novel, when he admits that he himself stole Lolita’s childhood, does Humbert allow the truth to break through his solipsism.

  


  
    Lolita


    Although the name Lolita has become synonymous with underage sexpot, Nabokov’s Lolita is simply a stubborn child. She is neither very beautiful nor particularly charming, and Humbert often remarks on her skinny arms, freckles, vulgar language, and unladylike behavior. Lolita attracts the depraved Humbert not because she is precocious or beautiful, but because she is a nymphet, Humbert’s ideal combination of childishness and the first blushes of womanhood. To nonpedophiles, Lolita would be a rather ordinary twelve-year-old girl. Her ordinariness is a constant source of frustration for Humbert, and she consistently thwarts his attempts to educate her and make her more sophisticated. She adores popular culture, enjoys mingling freely with other people, and, like most prepubescent girls, has a tendency toward the dramatic. However, when she shouts and rebels against Humbert, she exhibits more than the frustration of an ordinary adolescent: sheclearly feels trapped by her arrangement with Humbert, but she is powerless to extricate herself.


    Lolita changes radically throughout the novel, despite aging only about six years. At the beginning, she is an innocent, though sexually experienced child of twelve. Humbert forces her transition into a more fully sexual being, but she never seems to acknowledge that her sexual activities with Humbert are very different from her fooling around with Charlie in the bushes at summer camp. By the end of the novel, she has become a worn-out, pregnant wife of a laborer. Throughout her life, Lolita sustains an almost complete lack of self-awareness. As an adult, she recollects her time with Humbert dispassionately and doesn’t seem to hold a grudge against either him or Quilty for ruining her childhood. Her attitude suggests that as a child she had nothing for them to steal, nothing important enough to value. Her refusal to look too deeply within herself, and her tendency to look forward rather than backward, might represent typically American traits, but Humbert also deserves part of the blame. Humbert objectifies Lolita, and he robs her of any sense of self. Lolita exists only as the object of his obsession, never as an individual. The lack of self-awareness in a child is typical and often charming. In the adult Lolita, the absence of self-awareness seems tragic.

  


  
    Clare Quilty


    Mysterious, manipulative, and utterly corrupt, Quilty is Humbert’s doppelgänger. He serves as a kind of mirror image of Humbert, reflecting similar traits and thoughts but embodying a darker side of those characteristics that Humbert stridently disavows. Quilty and Humbert both adore nymphets, but they act on their adoration in very different ways. While Humbert slavishly worships and idealizes Lolita, Quilty takes her for granted and wishes to denigrate her through pornography. Humbert paints himself as a man in love, while Quilty is, in many ways, a more typical pedophile. Both Quilty and Humbert are men of letters, well read and very persuasive, but Quilty has a much more successful career. Quilty is also far less subtle than Humbert about his nymphet obsession. Quilty’s professional success and reputation perhaps allow him to get away with his deviant behavior, though he is well known for his predilection for young girls and has already faced charges. At his final encounter with Humbert, Quilty’s baroque speech, cavalier attitude, and persistent game-playing imply that he, like Humbert, is not quite sane. He dies in the middle of an attempt to bribe Humbert with a variety of perverse pleasures.


    Physically, Quilty appears infrequently in the novel, but his presence asserts itself through a relentless series of hidden clues. These clues, which include initials, place names, titles, and many other references and suggestions, build and intensify, creating a dense cloud above the actual story that eventually bursts when Lolita identifies Quilty as her lover. The clues reinforce the idea that Quilty is Humbert’s double, since he exists more as a shadow than as a living human being. That Lolita adores the intangible Quilty and remains unmoved by solid, present Humbert represents one of the novel’s crueler twists, and suggests that Lolita may indeed have had her eye on a future outside of Humbert’s control.

  


  
    Charlotte Haze


    A typical middle-class, middle-aged American woman, Charlotte Haze aspires to sophistication and European elegance, but her attempts fall comically flat. She is religious and not particularly imaginative. Charlotte sees Humbert as the epitome of the world-weary European lover of—and in—grand literature. He represents her chance to become the woman she dreams of being, but her vulgar, self-conscious stabs at sophistication, such as her tendency to drop celebrity names and mispronounce French phrases, make Humbert cringe. Humbert usually refers to her derisively as Mama or the Haze woman. Charlotte’s love letter to Humbert traffics mainly in self-pitying martyrdom and melodramatic gestures. Nabokov portrays Charlotte with so little sympathy that the tragic elements of her character almost disappear. She dies, after all, knowing that the man she loves lusts after her own daughter.


    Charlotte is not particularly fond of Lolita. Although Lolita’s adolescent tantrums certainly don’t make her a very likeable child, Charlotte’s distain signals a greater lack of motherly concern than normal. Charlotte seems to see Lolita as a threat, almost as competition, and she sends Lolita to camp to keep her from hindering her romantic plans for Humbert. Humbert, of course, sees Charlotte only as an obstacle to his romantic plans for Lolita. Though Charlotte is not an overtly kind and wonderful mother, her presence does protect Lolita—when Charlotte dies, Humbert is free to kidnap Lolita and change her life forever.

  


  Themes, Motifs & Symbols


  Themes


  Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.


  The Power of Language


  Nabokov revered words and believed that the proper language could elevate any material to the level of art. In Lolita, language effectively triumphs over shocking content and gives it shades of beauty that perhaps it does not deserve. Lolita is filled with sordid subjects, including rape, murder, pedophilia, and incest. However, Humbert Humbert, in telling his story, uses puns, literary allusions, and repeating linguistic patterns to render this dark tale in an enchanting form. In this way, Humbert seduces his readers as fully and slyly as he seduces Lolita herself. Words are his power, and he uses them to distract, confuse, and charm. He is a pedophile and a murderer, but he builds up elaborate defenses and explanations for his actions, and his language shields him from judgment. With Lolita, Nabokov’s ultimate achievement may be that he forces readers to be complicit in Humbert’s crimes. In order to uncover the actual story of pedophilia, rape, and murder within the text, readers have to immerse themselves in Humbert’s words and their shadowy meanings—and thus they must enter Humbert’s mind. By engaging so closely with Humbert’s linguistic trickery, readers cannot hold him at a far enough distance to see him for the man he truly is.


  The Dispiriting Incompatibility of European and American Cultures


  Throughout Lolita, the interactions between European and American cultures result in perpetual misunderstandings and conflict. Charlotte Haze, an American, is drawn to the sophistication and worldliness of Humbert, a European. She eagerly accepts Humbert not so much because of who he is, but because she is charmed by what she sees as the glamour and intellect of Humbert’s background. Humbert has no such reverence for Charlotte. He openly mocks the superficiality and transience of American culture, and he views Charlotte as nothing but a simple-minded housewife. However, he adores every one of Lolita’s vulgarities and chronicles every detail of his tour of America—he enjoys the possibilities for freedom along the open American road. He eventually admits that he has defiled the country rather than the other way around. Though Humbert and Lolita develop their own version of peace as they travel together, their union is clearly not based on understanding or acceptance. Lolita cannot comprehend the depth of Humbert’s devotion, which he overtly links to art, history, and culture, and Humbert will never truly recognize Lolita’s unwillingness to let him sophisticate her. Eventually, Lolita leaves Humbert for the American Quilty, who does not bore her with high culture or grand passions.


  The Inadequacy of Psychiatry


  Humbert’s passion for Lolita defies easy psychological analysis, and throughout Lolita Humbert mocks psychiatry’s tendency toward simplistic, logical explanations. In the foreword to Lolita, John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., claims that Humbert’s tale will be of great interest to psychiatry, but throughout his memoir Humbert does his best to discredit the entire field of study, heaping the most scorn on Freudian psychology. For example, he enjoys lying to the psychiatrists at the sanitarium. He reports mockingly that Pratt, the headmistress of Lolita’s school, diagnoses Lolita as sexually immature, wholly unaware that she actually has an overly active sex life with her stepfather. By undermining the authority and logic of the psychiatric field, Nabokov demands that readers view Humbert as a unique and deeply flawed human being, but not an insane one. Humbert further thwarts efforts of scientific categorization by constantly describing his feelings for Lolita as an enchantment or spell, closer to magic than to science. He tries to prove that his love is not a mental disease but an enormous, strange, and uncontrollable emotion that resists easy classification. Nabokov himself was deeply critical of psychiatry, and Lolita is, in a way, an attack on the field.


  The Alienation Caused by Exile


  Humbert and Lolita are both exiles, and, alienated from the societies with which they are familiar, they find themselves in ambiguous moral territory where the old rules seem not to apply. Humbert chooses exile and comes willingly from Europe to America, while Lolita is forced into exile when Charlotte dies. She becomes detached from her familiar community of Ramsdale and goes on the road with Humbert. Together, they move constantly and belong to no single fixed place. The tourists Humbert and Lolita meet on the road are similarly transient, belonging to a generic America rather than to a specific place. In open, unfamiliar territory, Humbert and Lolita form their own set of rules, where normal sexual and familial relationships become twisted and corrupt. Both Humbert and Lolita have become so disconnected from ordinary society that neither can fully recognize how morally depraved their actions are. Humbert cannot see his own monstrosity, and Lolita shows only occasional awareness of herself of a victim.


  Though Humbert sweeps Lolita away so that they can find a measure of freedom, their exile ultimately traps them. Lolita is bound to Humbert because she has nowhere else to go, and though Humbert dreams of leaving America with Lolita, he eventually accepts that he will stay in America until he dies. Though each of them undergoes one final exile, Lolita to Dick Schiller and Humbert to prison, it is clear that they are first and foremost exiled from their own selves, an exile so total that they could never return to their original places in the worlds they once left. Exile in Lolita is tragic and permanent.


  Motifs


  Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s major themes.


  Butterflies


  Images of and references to butterflies and lepidopterology, the study of butterflies and moths, appear throughout the novel, emphasizing not only the physical similarities between the fragile insect and young Lolita but also the distant and clinical way in which Humbert views his lovely prey. He effectively studies, captures, and pins them down, destroying the very delicate, living quality he so adores. Virtually every time Humbert describes a nymphet, he uses such terms as frail, fragile, supple, silky, or fairy-like, all of which could just as easily describe butterflies. Like butterflies, nymphets are elusive, becoming ordinary teenagers in the blink of an eye. Lolita, in particular, undergoes a significant metamorphosis, changing from innocent girl-child to exhausted wife and mother-to-be. Next to such delicate and mercurial creatures, Humbert becomes aware of his own monstrosity, often referring to himself as a lumbering brute.


  Doubles


  Quilty is Humbert’s double in the novel and represents Humbert’s darker side. Humbert is evil in many ways, but Quilty is more evil, and his presence suggests that the line between good and evil is blurred rather than distinct. Humbert and Quilty seem near opposites for much of the novel. Humbert adores and worships Lolita, while Quilty uses and ultimately abandons her. Humbert presents his own feelings for Lolita as tender and Quilty’s as depraved. However, the men are more similar than different. Both are educated and literary. Both, of course, are pedophiles. Humbert sees himself as the force of good, avenging Lolita’s corruption, yet he himself originally robbed Lolita of her innocence.


  By the end of the novel, Humbert and Quilty become even more closely identified with one another. When Humbert and Lolita play tennis one day, Humbert leaves to take a phone call, and Quilty sneaks in on the game to briefly become Lolita’s partner. Lolita eventually leaves Humbert for Quilty, but her new life is hardly an improvement. When Humbert finally confronts Quilty, the men become one and the same as they struggle with each other. Humbert, describing their fight, says, “We rolled over me. They rolled over him. We rolled over us.” His jumbled use of the first-person and third-person plurals indicates that he and Quilty are no longer distinct from one another. The already blurred line between the two men has now disappeared entirely.


  Games


  Almost all the characters in Lolita engage in games. Sometimes they consist of innocent amusement, such as when Humbert tries to interest Lolita in tennis and dreams of making her a tennis star. Humbert also plays many silly games with Lolita to get her attention and to keep her compliant. This sense of play reinforces the fact that Lolita is still a child and that Humbert must constantly entertain her. Games also distract characters from more serious issues and allow them to hide sinister motives. Humbert and Godin play chess so that they can pass the time without revealing their true selves. Quilty, in particular, plays word games with his hotel aliases, leaving puzzles for Humbert to decipher. The characters play games to hide the feelings they cannot reveal, to further their own ends, and to dissuade those who seek to discover the truth, including readers. Though the games start out as innocuous and childlike, they soon become deadly manipulations.


  Symbols


  Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts.


  The Theater


  The theater becomes a symbol of artifice and artistry in Lolita. Humbert blames Lolita’s newfound ability to lie on her experience in the school play. Quilty uses the same school play to bring Lolita to him, and Lolita is awed by the theater because of Quilty’s influence. This is particularly poignant for Humbert, as he himself was never able to interest Lolita in any artistic endeavors. Ultimately, Lolita itself can be seen as a marvel of stagecraft: using language, theater requires an audience to willingly suspend its collective disbelief, in order to place themselves imaginatively in the world of the play. Like a theater audience, a reader may be aware of the craft and artifice involved in the narrative’s construction, but he or she nonetheless becomes a willing participant in the illusion. This involvement takes on a darker tone for the reader of Lolita, as the force of Nabokov’s artistry manages to make an incestuous pedophile not only understandable but also oddly sympathetic.


  Prison


  Even though Humbert writes Lolita from his prison cell, his confinement begins long before his murder of Quilty. From the moment he loses Annabel and realizes that he worships nymphets, Humbert understands that he is in a prison of his own making. He knows that his proclivities are forbidden by society, so he must put forth a respectable façade and hide his true desires. Nabokov also uses the concept of the prison metaphorically to symbolizeHumbert’s secret self. Humbert is initially imprisoned by his secret love for nymphets, then by his love for Lolita. By the end of the novel, however, Humbert has completely flouted all of society’s rules and thus escapes from his confinement. At that moment, though his body languishes in a real, physical prison, he finds himself free of the prison of respectability, and can thus reveal—and revel in—his true self for the first time. The prison, paradoxically, becomes a symbol of his psychological freedom.


  Summary & Analysis


  Foreword


  Summary


  Written by the fictional John Ray Jr., Ph.D., the foreword informs us that the author of this manuscript, entitled Lolita, or the Confession of a White Widowed Male, died of heart failure in 1952, while imprisoned and awaiting trial. He does not mention what the author was arrested for. The author’s lawyer, C. C. Clark, contacted Ray to edit and possibly publish the manuscript, but only after the death of the title character. Ray, who had previously edited works on abnormal psychology, makes some changes to ensure the anonymity of the characters. He states, however, that he had very little editing to do, and the book is entirely the invention and creation of the author. He feels that to change it further would not be true to the author’s intent or to the richness of the subject matter.


  Ray states that while the story in the manuscript is entirely true, almost all names have been changed because its sordid nature. The exception is the name Lolita, which is the title character’s nickname (her real name is Dolores) and too intertwined with the tale to be changed. Lolita’s last name, however, has been changed to the pseudonym “Haze.” The author had chosen his own pseudonym, “Humbert Humbert.” Ray notes that a diligent reader would be able to ascertain the events of the novel by researching news events in the fall of 1952. He then summarizes the fates of various characters in the novel, including the death of a Mrs. Richard Schiller. He states that he received some confirmatory details from at least one person, a Mr. “Windmuller,” who does not want his family to be connected with the author or his crimes in any way.


  Ray admits that despite its lack of four-letter words, the book may be considered very offensive by some. Nonetheless, he argues that to change the language or wording of the novel would be to dilute its essence and its sensuous detail. Ray states that he finds Humbert Humbert’s actions reprehensible and his opinions ludicrous. However, he nevertheless thinks that the author manages to be very persuasive, articulate, and seemingly sincere in his love for Lolita. Given his background as an editor of psychology, Ray provides some psychological insight into the author’s character. He suggests that about 12 percent of the adult male population may share Humbert’s condition and further posits the notion that, with the help of a competent psychoanalyst, the tragedies in the novel might have been avoided. Ray believes that this manuscript will become a classic in psychiatric circles, where it will be read as a personal study of abnormal behavior. It may also prove to be a cautionary tale, encouraging parents to be vigilant in the rearing of their children.


  Analysis


  The title of the manuscript clearly indicates that the story is a confession, but the title also provides for the doubling of stories with its use of the word or. Since the author died in jail, the reader may assume that he is confessing to a crime. Ray does not say what crime the author is in jail for, but he does indicate that Humbert is a pedophile. The reader will later learn that Humbert is in fact being tried for murder rather than pedophilia. Yet the confession concerns itself almost entirely with the pedophiliac affair (or love affair, as Humbert argues) between the “widowed white male” and the title character, Lolita. The doubling of the title also indicates that more than one story will be told. Indeed, the manuscript tells not only of the confession of the Humbert, but of the strange life of its nymphet character, Lolita. Finally, the doubling of the title mimics the doubling of the author’s pseudonym, Humbert Humbert. Nabokov uses the linguistic pattern of doubled words and doubled characters to suggest the play of—and overlap between—opposites. .


  Ray’s assertion that the novel tells a true story mocks the popular fascination with lurid crimes and tabloid newspaper articles. Painstakingly, Ray comments on the fates of many of the characters. Even here, Nabokov plays games in order to keep the reader guessing. Though Ray admits that there is indeed a real Lolita, he notably does not identify her fate during this time. He does, however, note the demise of a Mrs. Richard F. Schiller, a ploy that will become clear to the reader only near the end of the book. Nabokov also invites the reader to investigate the factual events in newspaper archives but explains that those events will not provide the whole story. Throughout the novel, many characters will claim to be honest, only to have ulterior motives and trick the reader as well as other characters. The factual truth is ultimately less interesting than the manner in which that truth is recounted


  In both his narrative voice and his point of view, the framing device of John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., creates a point of view distinct from both Humbert and Nabokov. Ray represents the book’s first reader, and, like him, we may have many contradictory responses toward Lolita. While clearly disgusted by Humbert’s crimes, Ray nonetheless admires Humbert’s literary skill and his honest passion for Lolita. Ray, a believer in psychology and an editor of psychological books, does not represent Nabokov’s attitude toward psychology. Nabokov was, in real life, an outspoken critic of psychoanalysis and Freud, and Ray’s reliance on a psychological explanation for Humbert’s actions will soon seem comical as the story unfolds. For Nabokov, psychology was often a simplistic and rudimentary explanation for complex human behavior. Though many characters pay lip service to psychology throughout the novel, sheer psychological explanations soon prove inadequate. In particular, Ray’s insistence that Lolita is a “cautionary” tale will appear less like a valid analysis and more like a desperate attempt to justify his admiration for a manuscript of such objectionable subject matter.


  Part One, Chapters 1–5


  Summary: Chapter 1


  Humbert lists the many different names of his love: Dolores, Lo, Dolly, Lolita. He admits to being a murderer and states that he will present his case to the readers, whom he calls “his jury.” Humbert explains that Lolita was not the first girl-child in his life and refers to a particular girl he calls “exhibit number one.”


  Summary: Chapter 2


  Humbert begins his story from his birth in Paris and his childhood on the Riviera, where a frequently absent father and a kind, yet strict aunt raise him. His mother had died suddenly, and he describes this traumatic event with only two brief words: “picnic, lightning.” His father runs a luxurious hotel, and Humbert lives a healthy, happy childhood among the Riviera tourists. He states that his sexual education up until the age of thirteen has been sporadic and somewhat dreamlike, based on old French novels and movies.


  Summary: Chapter 3


  In the summer of 1923, Humbert meets a twelve-year-old girl named Annabel Leigh, who is traveling with her parents. Although Humbert and Annabel are initially just friends, that friendship soon changes into passionate, adolescent love. Humbert states that he doesn’t have as clear a picture of Annabel as he does of Lolita, though he lyrically recounts their awkward, fumbling attempts at sex. Annabel and Humbert never manage to consummate their love, and four months later she dies of typhus in Corfu.


  Summary: Chapter 4


  Humbert wonders if his predilection for young girls began with Annabel and claims that she and Lolita are somehow connected. He claims that his brief encounter with Annabel had physical and spiritual components that today’s children would never understand. He mourns the fact that he was never able to complete the sexual act with Annabel and describes one encounter in the mimosa grove where they came very close. He tells the reader that he was only able to break free of Annabel’s spell when he met Lolita, more than twenty years later.


  Summary: Chapter 5


  Humbert discusses his college days, when he gave up the study of psychiatry for the study of English literature. Moderately successful, he publishes a few books. During this time, he visits many kinds of prostitutes but finds himself mostly drawn to a particular type of girl, the nymphet. A nymphet, according to Humbert, is a girl between the ages of nine and fourteen, not necessarily beautiful, but possessing an elusive, sexually appealing quality. He attributes this quality to a magic spell and makes references to historical and cultural instances of romance and marriage between underage girls and older men. He states that that the allure of the nymphet can only be understood by adult men who are at least thirty years older and who have the wisdom to understand the girls’ enchanting qualities. While Humbert spends his time watching nymphets in the playground, he rarely acts on his obsession. As an attractive man, Humbert finds himself with many adult female admirers. However, most of them repulse him. Humbert finds it unfair that a man can bed a girl of seventeen but not one of twelve.


  Analysis


  John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., has already warned the reader of Humbert’s persuasiveness, and Humbert confirms this assessment by beginning his manuscript with a direct plea to the reader. The first chapter combines both elements that Ray commented upon: unrepentant lust for a girl-child and the elegant language of a man who is determined to tell the story from his own point of view. This emphasis on language sets most of Nabokov’s work apart from other novels of its time. In Lolita, Nabokov showcases the connections and individual beauty of words through word games, puns, and patterns. The reader soon becomes involved in the games and, as a result, involved in the narrative. This involvement occurs even though most readers are repulsed by the subject matter, pedophilia. Humbert relies on elegant language that will prove to be very persuasive, even though Humbert himself may not earn our sympathy and often acts monstrously.


  Humbert describes his childhood as rather idyllic, and this description reveals many personality characteristics that make him unique among other characters in the novel. Most important, his background is European—not from any particular country, but from a mixture of nationalities. His European character and manner will prove irresistible to many Americans, and it sets up the American-European cultural conflict. Though Nabokov explicitly stated that this is not a novel of a jaded European seducing an innocent American or a shallow American seducing an elegant European, the contrast between the two cultures is highlighted prominently throughout the book. Humbert’s childhood, in other ways, is edenic and dreamy, far different from the childhood that Lolita will have. As the only son of a well-to-do father, Humbert is cultured and educated with high standards, and was raised among the elite vacationers on the Riviera. This privileged childhood is interrupted and forever marked by his encounter with Annabel Leigh.


  The name Annabel Leigh is an allusion to Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “Annabel Lee,” an ode to a young wife. Critics generally assume that the poem refers to Poe’s young wife, who died tragically early in their marriage. There are multiple allusions to Poe throughout the novel, but none so overt as this. Annabel’s name indicates her status not only as a prepubescent lover and object of desire but also as a young life cut short. Even though Annabel predates Lolita, Humbert makes clear that his love for Lolita has blurred the memory of his earlier love. Humbert can’t recollect Annabel’s appearance exactly, but he provides a lyrical description of their attempts at lovemaking. This tendency will be reversed when it comes to Lolita, whose physical features receive long, evocative descriptions while her sexual encounters with Humbert are narrated ambiguously and obliquely. Though Humbert romanticizes his trysts with Annabel, he manages to provide detailed accounts of their failed sexual encounters. With Lolita, he is too far in love to provide anything so mundane.


  Humbert’s concept of the nymphet recalls the nymphs of Greek mythology, who were beautiful, wild, sexually active, and seduced by gods and men alike. Thus, Humbert’s invented name for the category of girls he likes places a learned and romantic veneer over his deviant desires. The age range of nymphets is fixed, and Humbert has no use for the nymphets who grow into ordinary women, an unfortunate aversion. Many adult women in the novel are clearly attracted to Humbert, but he sees them only as obstacles and hindrances. Humbert also tries to make his love for nymphets timeless by linking it to the practices of historical figures and faraway cultures. His romanticization of his attraction to underage girls belies his half-hearted attempts to provide a dutiful psychiatric analysis of his tendencies. Throughout the novel, Humbert speaks of the “enchantment” and “spell” of his moments with Lolita and Annabel. The nymphet is a symbol of lost youth and pure love, a dream-girl, who, given her romantic qualities and the censure of society, is virtually unattainable to the adult man.


  Part One, Chapters 6–9


  Summary: Chapter 6


  Humbert wonders what happens to nymphets as they grow older. He describes his affair with the young prostitute Monique, which ends when Monique matures out of her nymphet phase. Humbert then encounters an aging procuress who provides him with another prostitute who, although young, isn’t a nymphet in Humbert’s view. When he tries to leave, the girl becomes angry. Humbert takes her upstairs and pays her, but he doesn’t sleep with her.


  Summary: Chapter 7


  In an effort to curtail his illicit desires, Humbert decides to get married. He courts and marries a Polish doctor’s daughter named Valeria. He finds the conquest rather easy, given his good looks, but states that despite his success with adult women, he considers himself hopeless in matters of sex.


  Summary: Chapter 8


  Humbert chooses Valeria because of her childlike nature and flirtatious, doll-like airs, and she quickly falls in love with him. Despite his initial attraction to her girlish personality, Humbert finds Valeria’s intellectual inferiority distasteful, and he rarely sleeps with her. After some time, an uncle dies and leaves him an inheritance, but the will includes the condition that Humbert move to America and take some interest in the uncle’s business. Valeria feels reluctant to leave Paris, though Humbert tries to convince her that she’ll enjoy America. Finally, Valeria confesses to having an affair with a taxi driver. Despite his relative indifference to Valeria, Humber feels deeply betrayed and thinks about killing her. Courteous and apologetic, the taxi driver arrives to take Valeria away. He does not leave Humbert alone with Valeria at any moment, so Humbert can’t kill her. Valeria rather melodramatically packs her things and leaves. He later learns that Valeria died in childbirth in 1945, after she and her husband moved to California to participate in a bizarre psychological experiment.


  At this point in the story, Humbert becomes distracted by the poor state of the prison library. He names some of the books available, including the Children’s Encyclopedia, which he likes for the pictures of Girl Scouts. He notes a surprising coincidence in a copy of Who’s Who in the Limelight and transcribes a page for the reader. The page includes the playwright Clare Quilty, who wrote such plays as The Little Nymph and Fatherly Love. Who’s Who claims that Quilty’s works with children are particularly notable. The transcribed page also contains an entry on Dolores Quine, and Humbert says that seeing Lolita’s given name, Dolores, still gives him a thrill. He states that his Lolita might have appeared in a play called The Murdered Playwright, and he plays word games with the names “Quine” and “Quilty.” He notes that he now has only words to play with.


  Summary: Chapter 9


  Humbert recounts his travels to New York, where he takes a job transcribing French literature and writing perfume ads. He watches the nymphets in Central Park and later has a breakdown due to the stress of his job. After his release from the sanitarium, Humbert takes part in an exploratory trip to the Arctic, where he is charged with studying the psychology of his teammates. The trip improves his health, but he finds the project tedious and publishes a phony analysis of the psychological issues he was supposed to be studying. Upon his return, he has another breakdown and is institutionalized once again, where he enjoys confusing the doctors with fictional symptoms. This behavior improves his mood greatly. He stays for a few months before checking out and reentering the world.


  Analysis


  The digression into Who’s Who in the Limelight initially seems like a diversion but, in fact, represents another narrative game on Nabokov’s part. Like the list of characters in the foreword, the meaning of the facts unearthed in the book will only become clear much later in the novel. Humbert offers clues that suggest the reason for his incarceration, in his word games (“guilty of killing Quilty”) and his offhand remark that Lolita might have appeared in a play called The Murdered Playwright. The incident contains certain clues about Quilty’s character, as well. For example, the fact that the Who’s Who notes Quilty for his plays with children will seem disturbingly ironic when the reader learns that Quilty traffics in child pornography. Though Humbert transcribes the entry on Quilty, he doesn’t pass any comment on it, remaining fixated on the name Dolores. Nabokov’s word games indicate that neither meaning nor truth will be fixed or literal. In Lolita, words become unmoored from their ostensible referents and take on new meanings, depending on their narrator and the point of view.


  Humbert reveals the darker side of his personality during his adult years, which are marked with periods of anger, rage, and lust. Though Humbert speaks eloquently and persuasively, he is also prone to volcanic rages and cold, calculating cruelty. For example, his terrific anger and murderous thoughts upon learning of Valeria’s affair foreshadow his many instances of violence later in the novel. Also, Humbert alludes to several nervous breakdowns and bouts of madness. Though he attributes these breakdowns to melancholia, he does not describe them in detail, and the reader must wonder what kind of mental illness Humbert suffers from. Humbert once again dismisses the practice of psychology by playing games with the psychologists who analyze him. Yet he will describe himself as a madman numerous times, and his tenuous grasp on sanity will be tested throughout the book. Humbert’s tendency toward violence, along with his obsessive nature, will prove to be his downfall in the novel, and more powerful forces than his eloquence or his education.


  Humbert’s encounters with adult women are often darkly comic. He enters into both his marriages with coldly rational motives that have little to do with love or affection. He marries Valeria because his obsession with nymphets worries him, and he wants to become a normal man. However, this attempt at normalcy fails, and he finds both his wives coarse and intellectually inferior. He does not describe his encounters with Valeria in detail, and the reader will see later in the novel that he was quite cruel to her. When Valeria confesses her infidelities in this section, however, Nabokov infuses the scene with black humor. As Humbert seethes in anger, Valeria’s taxi driver lover apologizes for his transgression in bad French and Valeria dissolves into hilariously melodramatic tears as she packs. The comic action of the scene thwarts Humbert’s attempts to demand satisfaction, but the sparing of Valeria spares Humbert, as well. Driven to laughter by the antics of the two lovers, the reader becomes distracted and shielded from the extremes of Humbert’s rage. And by not killing his wife, Humbert manages to hold onto the reader’s sympathy for a while longer.


  Part One, Chapters 10–15


  Summary: Chapter 10


  Upon his release from the sanitarium, Humbert heads for a small town to stay with a Mr. McCoo. A relative of a friend of his uncle’s, McCoo has a twelve-year-old daughter, whom Humbert fantasizes about. When he arrives in the town of Ramsdale, however, he learns that the McCoos’ house has burned down. Mr. McCoo recommends a boarding house at 342 Lawn Street, run by the widowed Mrs. Haze. Neither Mrs. Haze nor the house impress Humbert. He describes her as a fatally conventional woman, one who, despite her so-called cultural and community activities, has many pretensions and little imagination. He realizes with distaste that she will probably try to seduce him. He finds the house horribly unappealing until he sees Mrs. Haze’s twelve-year-old daughter, Dolores, sitting on the lawn. Humbert finds her resemblance to Annabel uncanny and immediately remembers his time with Annabel twenty-five years ago. He decides to stay.


  Summary: Chapter 11


  From prison, Humbert recalls passages from his diary regarding the time he lived at the Haze house in 1947 and his initial thoughts of Lolita. Almost all his entries describe encounters with Lolita and contain romantic descriptions of her nymphet qualities, as well as his various attempts to lure her into his presence. Delighted, he learns that he resembles a celebrity Lolita adores, which causes Charlotte to tease Lolita about having a crush on Humbert. Though he knows that he should not be keeping a journal of his attraction, Humbert can’t help himself. He often goes into Lolita’s room and touches her things. He describes Charlotte Haze disdainfully and hates her for always complaining about Lolita. He knows that he must behave himself with Charlotte around, so he daydreams about killing her.


  Summary: Chapter 12


  Charlotte, Lolita, and Humbert plan to go to Hourglass Lake for a picnic, but the trip continually gets postponed. Humbert gets a further disappointment when he learns that a classmate of Lolita’s will accompany them. Humbert learns that the previous boarder, elderly Mrs. Phalen, broke her hip and had to leave suddenly, which enabled Humbert to come and live with the Hazes. Humbert expresses amazement at how fate led him here, to his dream nymphet.


  Summary: Chapter 13


  One Sunday, when the trip to the lake gets postponed yet again, Lolita becomes angry and refuses to go to church with Charlotte. Delighted, Humbert has Lolita all to himself. When Lolita starts eating an apple, Humbert teasingly takes it away from her. He finally returns it and, as Lolita sings a popular song, discreetly rubs against her until he climaxes. Lolita runs off, apparently without having noticed anything.


  Summary: Chapter 14


  Famished, Humbert goes into town for lunch. He feels proud that he managed to satisfy himself without corrupting the child, and he wavers between wanting to repeat the experience and wanting to preserve Lolita’s purity. Later, Charlotte tells Humbert that she is sending Lolita away to summer camp for three weeks. Humbert hides his misery by pretending to have a toothache. Mrs. Haze recommends that he see their neighbor, Dr. Quilty, a dentist and the uncle of a playwright.


  Summary: Chapter 15


  Humbert considers leaving the boarding house until Lolita returns in the fall. Lolita doesn’t want to go to camp, but Charlotte dismisses her tears. Humbert muses that Lolita might lose her purity while she’s away and cease to be a nymphet. Just before she enters the car to go to camp, Lolita rushes back and kisses Humbert.


  Analysis


  The contrast between Humbert and Mrs. Haze exemplifies the contrast between the old, sophisticated, decadent world Europe and the artificial, pretentious world of the United States. Charlotte Haze aspires to be the kind of woman Humbert could love, a worldly, elegant, refined woman who appreciates finer things. Yet her house, with its modern furniture, cheap art, and general untidiness, manifests a different personality. Throughout the novel, Humbert’s European manner and old-world aesthetics attract a number of American women, each of whom he eventually rejects. This sexual clash between America and Europe will be upended in the relationship between Humbert and Lolita, when Humbert falls under the spell of Lolita’s fresh, vulgar American sensibilities. Despite Humbert’s best efforts, any attempt to educate and sophisticate Lolita will fail. Humbert generally forgives and occasionally romanticizes Lolita’s vulgarity, unlike Charlotte, who has little patience for her daughter’s shallowness.


  Humbert describes Lolita as an object, focusing on the nymphet qualities he finds so exciting while rarely addressing her inner mind or feelings. Though he notes her bad moods and her vulgarities, Humbert nonetheless remains convinced of Lolita’s essential connection to Annabel. This connection is significant to Humbert and Humbert alone, which reinforces his notion that only a special man like himself could truly comprehend the rareness of a nymphet like Lolita. At the same time, this reasoning reduces Lolita to a privately held notion of Humbert’s and denies her the chance to grow or create meaning in her life. The disconnect between Humbert’s romantic but objectifying view of Lolita the nymphet and the real character of Lolita the girl finds a correspondence in Humbert’s language, which also romanticizes the unromanticizable. Humbert describes his perverse, unlawful desires with elegant, beautiful prose, rendering attractive what many readers would otherwise find repulsive. This effect of language is particularly notable when Humbert masturbates against Lolita. Despite the troubling nature of the encounter, the rapturous, satisfying language complicates the reader’s reaction, as we may simultaneously be disturbed by the events yet seduced by the prose.


  Even at this early stage, the love triangle between Lolita, Charlotte, and Humbert appears volatile, particularly as the characters seem unaware of the darker elements of their emotional responses. Besides the obvious, unsettling nature of Humbert’s infatuation, a strong current of jealousy exists between Mrs. Haze and Lolita, above and beyond the usual tensions between mother and daughter. Charlotte’s attraction to Humbert parallels Humbert’s attraction to Lolita, as neither will see the true nature of the object of their affections. When Lolita kisses Humbert, he is ecstatic—Lolita has become real to him, rather than just a dream. Yet, given her typically adolescent temperament, most adults would venture that her crush is of the schoolgirl variety and unlikely to develop into a serious adult love. Humbert prolongs the crush through his manipulation of her.


  Humbert believes his life is controlled by the odd, unpredictable presence of McFate, his word for the particularly American brand of fate that he believes explains the repeated patterns and coincidences in his life. For Humbert, McFate wields its power arbitrarily, bringing him to Lolita after Mrs. Phalen’s accident but then thwarting their time together, such as with the planned trip to Hourglass Lake. McFate also works in more subtle ways. For example, the Hazes live at 342 Lawn Street, and Humbert and Lolita will later stay at Room 342 in the Enchanted Hunters Hotel, and will eventually visit 342 hotels. Also, McFate continually brings Humbert into contact with Clare Quilty. Though he has not yet appeared physically in the narrative, Quilty is never far from Humbert. Quilty is the celebrity whom Lolita adores, and whom Humbert resembles. When Humbert gets a toothache, Charlotte recommends Dr. Ivor Quilty, Clare Quilty’s uncle. Humbert relies on McFate to explain the inexplicable and to give order to his life. Similarly, Nabokov uses McFate to hide clues and highlight thematic patterns in the novel.


  Part One, Chapters 16–22


  Summary: Chapter 16


  Still reeling from Lolita’s kiss, Humbert is handed a note by the maid, Louise. Charlotte Haze has written him a letter, confessing her love for him and asking that he leave—unless he reciprocates the feeling and marries her. Humbert goes into Lolita’s room and looks at the clippings on the wall. One of the men in the pictures resembles Humbert, and Lolita has written “H. H.” on it.


  Summary: Chapter 17


  Humbert considers marrying Charlotte so he can stay close to Lolita. He even toys with the idea of giving both mother and daughter sleeping pills in order to fondle Lolita. He would stop short, he thinks, of having sex with the girl. Humbert decides to marry Charlotte and calls the summer camp to tell her. However, Charlotte has already left, and he reaches Lolita instead. He informs her that he plans to marry her mother. Lolita seems distracted and not particularly interested—she has already forgotten about Humbert at camp. However, Humbert believes he will win her back after the wedding. He makes himself a drink and waits for Charlotte to return.


  Summary: Chapter 18


  Charlotte and Humbert become lovers and start planning the wedding. Charlotte quizzes him on whether he’s a good Christian and says she will commit suicide if he isn’t. Charlotte enjoys the prestige of being engaged to Humbert and waits on him hand and foot. Humbert states that he actually enjoys some aspects of the affair and that it seems to improve Charlotte’s looks. Humbert tells himself that this helps him get as close as possible to Lolita. Charlotte responds to the engagement by becoming highly social and redecorating the house. Charlotte doesn’t have very many close friends besides John and Jean Farlow, whose niece, Rosaline, goes to school with Lolita.


  Summary: Chapter 19


  Humbert describes Charlotte further and mentions that she is about to suffer a bad accident. Humbert finds Charlotte extremely jealous, as she asks him to confess all his previous relationships and mistresses. Humbert makes up some stories to satisfy her romantic notions. He grows used to Charlotte, but her constant criticism of Lolita still secretly upsets him.


  Summary: Chapter 20


  Charlotte and Humbert go to the nearby lake in the last week of summer. Charlotte confesses that she wants to get a real maid and send Lolita off to boarding school. Humbert seethes quietly but, afraid of repeating his experience with Valeria, doesn’t want to intimidate her. He considers killing her there at the lake but cannot bring himself to do so. Jean and John Farlow join them, and Jean tells of seeing two young people embracing by the water. She starts to tell a story of Ivor Quilty’s nephew but gets interrupted.


  Summary: Chapter 21


  Humbert tries the silent treatment on Charlotte, to no effect. However, when she decides they will go to England in the fall, Humbert argues against it, and she immediately becomes contrite for making plans without him. Regaining some control in the relationship pleases Humbert. Charlotte tries to be near him as much as possible and mentions going to stay at a hotel called the Enchanted Hunters. She wonders why he locks the small table in his study. Humbert teases her by saying it contains love letters. Later, Humbert worries whether the table’s key remains secure in its hiding place.


  Summary: Chapter 22


  Charlotte informs Humbert that Lolita can only begin attending boarding school in January. Meanwhile, Humbert visits a doctor and pretends to have insomnia, in order to procure stronger sleeping pills to use on Lolita and Charlotte. When he returns from the appointment, he finds that Charlotte has broken into the table in his study and found the journal in which he details his lust for Lolita. Bitterly angry, she threatens to leave with Lolita, having already written some letters. Humbert goes into the kitchen to mix a drink and decides to tell Charlotte that the journal was merely part of a novel he’s working on. Just as he finishes the drink, the phone rings, and a man informs Humbert that Charlotte has been run over by a car.


  Analysis


  A combination of melodramatic gestures, laughable attempts at world-weary refinement, and sincere, naked emotion, Charlotte’s letter to Humbert provides insight into both the woman she really is and the woman she would like to be. The letter also predicts the future in some uncanny ways. In the letter, Charlotte mentions that while Humbert is reading her letter, she’ll probably be speeding home in her car and risking an accident, a fate she does indeed suffer at the end of Chapter 22. Similarly, she tells Humbert that if he tries to seduce her without reciprocating her genuine affection, he would be worse than a kidnapper who rapes a child, which Humbert will indeed become. Surprisingly, the letter also highlights certain shared characteristics between Charlotte and Humbert. Even as he scoffs at it, the passionate prose and uncontrolled emotion of Charlotte’s letter echoes Humbert’s own rhapsodizing of Lolita, though much less skillfully. Both Charlotte and Humbert are propelled by their own poetic, romantic fantasies, rather than a genuine connection to the people they profess to adore. When Charlotte discovers Humbert’s secret, for example, she feels jealous that Humbert would prefer Lolita to herself. The fact that an adult man yearns to molest her daughter seems to be of far less consequence to her. Like Humbert, Charlotte is blinded by a passion that seems more directed at herself than the people around her.


  Through Charlotte and her reactions to the impending marriage, Nabokov mocks the bourgeois values of American domesticity. Despite her attempts at sophistication, Charlotte’s preoccupations before and after her marriage show the power of her middle-class sensibilities. First, she must assure herself of Humbert’s religious faith, which she mistakenly sees as a sign of his good character. She devotes herself to becoming a prominent member of the community by holding tea parties and garnering mentions in the society column. She fervently cleans and redecorates the house according to rules and tips she finds in catalogues and decorating manuals. With these efforts, Charlotte attempts to create an air of respectability about her, befitting society’s expectations for the satisfied wife of a prominent man. Humbert describes the town of Ramsdale as idyllic and as artificially peaceful as a town depicted on sitcoms. Under the surface, however, dark emotions prevail, and despite Charlotte’s attempt to remake her life in the image of a perfect, American nuclear family, the façade soon crumbles.


  In these chapters, McFate—the particularly American mix of chance, destiny, and coincidence that Humbert distinguishes as a guiding force in his life—seems to show its hand with increasing frequency. At the same time, in its seemingly anarchic unpredictability, McFate serves as a counterpoint to the characters’ grander attempts at finding systematic meaning in their lives. For example, Charlotte demands that Humbert “erase” his past romances so that nothing can obstruct his affection for her, the woman destined to be his soulmate. However, in bringing Humbert to Charlotte, McFate has also brought Lolita to Humbert, and the girl will eventually displace Charlotte and become what Charlotte always wanted to be: the love of Humbert’s life. In a particularly cruel twist, McFate will also mercilessly dispatch with Charlotte by sending her into the path of an oncoming car, conveniently clearing the way for her daughter’s usurpation of her place by Humbert’s side. Like many other characters in the novel, such as Annabel or Humbert’s mother, Charlotte is killed off suddenly and with little fanfare, as if she has fulfilled her purpose and become obsolete to the narrative. Considering that Lolita doesn’t represent an objective account of the given events, but rather Humbert Humbert’s specific, biased view of those events, this harsh summation of Charlotte Haze as a one-dimensional composite seems appropriate. Though Humbert acknowledges McFate’s capricious nature, he assumes that Charlotte’s death has set him free so he can be with Lolita forever. Humbert won’t always be able to rely on McFate’s help, however, though he will never free himself from its influence.


  Though he continually attempts to justify himself to us, the readers of Lolita, Humbert’s cunning and deceitful nature hampers our ability to trust him fully. More than once, Humbert has proven himself willing to create fictional accounts in order to satisfy the public. He lies in his career, such as with his phony Arctic report, and to those trying to help him, such as the doctors in the sanitarium. Of course, he must constantly create fictions in order to distract others from his pedophilia. When Charlotte attempts the grand, romantic gesture of “erasing” their past loves, Humbert’s willingness to invent a past yet again indicates his unreliability as a narrator. Humbert’s deception represents one more kind of game-playing in Lolita, and we must question whether his willingness to lie to other characters in the novel extends to a willingness to lie to us. If we as readers truly are Humbert’s jury, as he himself calls us, than we should bear in mind that this book represents not just a confession—as the subtitle, Confession of a White Widowed Male, suggests—but also a potential attempt to sway our judgment and soften our harsh critique of a confessed pedophile, rapist, and murderer.


  Part One, Chapters 23–27


  Summary: Chapter 23


  After receiving the phone call, Humbert races outside to discover Charlotte dead. She had tripped on the wet cement and fallen into the path of a car, which was swerving to avoid hitting a dog. Humbert quietly retrieves the letters she had been planning to mail and tears them up. The Farlows arrive, and Humbert begins drinking. That night, Humbert reads the letters, one of which is addressed to Lolita, one to a reformatory school where Charlotte planned to send Lolita, and one to Humbert himself. Later, Humbert implies to John and Jean Farlow that he and Charlotte had an affair many years ago, when he was still married to Valeria. Jean rushes to the conclusion that Humbert is Lolita’s real father. Humbert asks them not to tell Lolita of her mother’s death, so as not to ruin her time at camp. He tells them of his plans to take her away on a trip.


  Summary: Chapter 24


  The driver of the car that killed Charlotte, Mr. Frederick Beale, Jr., comes to apologize but states that Charlotte was at fault. Humbert agrees. In private, Humbert feels guilty over not having destroyed his journal, and weeps. The next day, as Humbert leaves to get Lolita, Jean, who has become very attracted to him, kisses him passionately.


  Summary: Chapter 25


  Humbert muses on the coincidences that have brought him to Lolita but doesn’t allow himself to become too excited by the thought of being with her. Trying to plan how to steal Lolita away without looking suspicious, Humbert becomes plagued by doubts. He plans to take her out of the camp by claiming that her mother has fallen sick, but he can’t be sure that Lolita hasn’t already heard about Charlotte’s death. Unfortunately, Lolita has gone on a hike and won’t return for two days. Humbert buys Lolita many presents, including clothing, as he knows her measurements almost by heart. He also makes a reservation at a hotel called the Enchanted Hunters, which Charlotte had mentioned to him before her death.


  Summary: Chapter 26


  Humbert, worn down by prison life, considers abandoning his account. He writes Lolita’s name out several times, and then commands the person who will eventually print his novel to keep repeating her name until the page is full.


  Summary: Chapter 27


  When Humbert picks up Lolita from the camp, he thinks for a moment that he might want to simply be a good father to her. That moment passes, however, and he realizes he still loves her. Humbert tells Lolita that her mother is in the hospital, and they drive off. Lolita tells Humbert that she’s been unfaithful to him, but then she kisses him flirtatiously. In the midst of their kiss, a policeman stops them and asks after the whereabouts of a blue sedan, which Humbert and Lolita profess not to have seen. They arrive at the Enchanted Hunters and take room 342. Unable to get a cot for Lolita, Humbert realizes they will have to share a double bed. Lolita giggles and says that would be incest. In the room, Lolita shows Humbert how to kiss, but she soon loses interest in what they’re doing. Downstairs, in the dining room, Lolita spots someone who looks like Quilty, the celebrity she admires. Back in the room, Humbert gives Lolita a sleeping pill, and she soon becomes drowsy. As she falls asleep, she tells Humbert that she has been a disgusting girl, but Humbert tells her to tell him tomorrow. Humbert locks the door and goes downstairs.


  Analysis


  As Humbert settles into the role of the grieving widower, Charlotte’s death touches him with an apparently genuine remorse, but he still cannot bring himself to deny his desire for Lolita. The friction generated by Humbert’s intense appetites and his refusal to be bound by conventional morality will continue throughout the novel. Ever the sophisticated European, Humbert scoffs at Charlotte’s bourgeois morality and her vulgar pretensions to class, yet he too believes in presenting a façade of respectability that ultimately is not matched by an internal sense of decency. Whenever Humbert feels guilt or attempts to be fatherly, he lingers for a moment before brushing the feeling aside. Humbert continually mocks the adult women who are attracted to him, and their naively romantic notions. However, Humbert’s own desires are equally intense and equally starry-eyed, and those passions control Humbert as much, if not more, as the women’s passions control them. Despite the eloquence with which he argues his case, Humbert is guilty of precisely the same faults as the women he scorns.


  The hand of McFate, which we have already seen working in previous sections of the novel, provides numerous coincidences in these chapters as well. For example, Lolita and Humbert stay in Room 342 at the Enchanted Hunters, the same number as the Hazes’ street address. At the hotel, Lolita spots a man who resembles Clare Quilty, the playwright whose picture she once had on her bedroom wall. In the car, Humbert and Lolita share a kiss that gets interrupted by a policeman looking for a blue sedan. He doesn’t comment on the kiss, even though Lolita states that Humbert should have been arrested—for speeding. This foreshadows the final section of the novel in which Humbert, after killing Quilty, is indeed arrested for speeding. The policeman’s lack of interest in the kiss implies a certain societal tolerance of the relationship between Humbert and Lolita, a situation that Humbert is more than willing to exploit.


  A final instance of McFate at work can be seen in the name of the hotel, the Enchanted Hunters. Later in the novel, Lolita will star in a play of the same name, written by none other than Clare Quilty. The phrase itself represents many things, but it most clearly refers to Humbert himself. He frequently claims that he been spellbound by nymphets who possess magical powers and mythical qualities. Humbert is enchanted by Lolita, the object of his obsession, both in the charming, familiar sense of the word and the more distressing, literal sense of being bewitched or spellbound. Later in the novel, Humbert will also become a hunter—first of Lolita, then of Quilty. Humbert notices these strange coincidences in prison, as he writes the manuscript and ruminates on events from his past. Similarly, we won’t discover the full import of these clues until the novel has ended, and we can look backward to construct a pattern of incidents.


  Part One, Chapters 28–33


  Summary: Chapter 28


  Humbert eagerly anticipates caressing the unconscious Lolita. He claims that he hadn’t planned on taking Lolita’s innocence or purity but merely wanted to fondle her while she slept. He admits that it should have been clear to him then that Lolita and Annabel were not the same, and that if he had known what pain and trouble would follow, he would have done things differently. Downstairs, Humbert wanders through the hotel’s public rooms. On the terrace, he encounters a man who insinuatingly accuses him of behaving inappropriately with Lolita. Each time Humbert asks the man to repeat himself, however, the man feigns innocence and pretends to make idle chit-chat about the weather. The man, who remains half-hidden in the shadows, invites Humbert and Lolita to lunch the following day, but Humbert plans to be gone with Lolita by then.


  Summary: Chapter 29


  Humbert returns to the hotel room to find Lolita half awake. He climbs into bed with her but doesn’t make any advances. Anxious and excited, Humbert stays awake all night. In the morning, Lolita wakes up and nuzzles him as he feigns sleep. She asks him if he ever had sex as a youth. When Humbert says no, Lolita has sex with him. Humbert states that, for her, sex was just another activity between children, unconnected to what adults do behind closed doors.


  Summary: Chapter 30


  Humbert launches into a dreamy description of how he would repaint the Enchanted Hunters hotel in order to make the setting of his first encounter with Lolita a more natural, romantic one.


  Summary: Chapter 31


  Humbert once again defends his actions as natural, using history as evidence. He notes that according to an old magazine in the prison library, a girl from the more temperate climates of America becomes mature in her twelfth year. He further reminds the reader, whom he calls his jury, that he wasn’t even Lolita’s first lover.


  Summary: Chapter 32


  Lolita recounts her first sexual experiences. Astonished by Humbert’s naïveté, she tells him that many of her friends have already experimented sexually with one another. At summer camp, she used to stand guard while her friend Barbara and Charlie, the camp-mistress’s son, copulated in the bushes. Soon, Lolita’s curiosity led her to have sex with Charlie as well, and she and Barbara began taking turns with the boy. Lolita says it was fun but expresses contempt for Charlie’s manners and intelligence. Humbert gives Lolita the various presents he bought for her, and they prepare to leave the hotel. He warns Lolita not to talk to strangers. He later notices a man, about his age, staring at Lolita while she reads a movie magazine in an armchair. Humbert thinks the man resembles his Swiss uncle Gustave.


  Humbert becomes upset by Lolita’s shifting moods and her seeming disinterest in him, and he worries about how to keep their new arrangement a secret. As they drive off, he tries to uncover what Lolita’s friends know about her sexuality, but Lolita is in a bad mood and irritated by Humbert’s touches. Humbert feels guilty but still desires her, and she remains confused and unhappy. Even as he tries to cheer her up, Lolita says that she was only an innocent girl and that she should tell the police that Humbert raped her. Humbert can’t tell if she’s joking or not. Lolita complains of pains and accuses Humbert of tearing something inside her. Lolita becomes angry and upset and demands to call her mother. Humbert tells her that her mother is dead.


  Summary: Chapter 33


  Humbert buys Lolita many things in the town of Lepingville. In the hotel, they have separate rooms, and he can hear Lolita crying. Sometime in the night, she creeps into his bed because, as Humbert says, she has nowhere else to go.


  Analysis


  As Humbert and Lolita’s relationship transforms into a blatantly sexual one, Humbert’s demonstrated duplicity and seductive skill with language should make us question whether we can fully trust his description of the affair. In particular, Humbert’s claim that Lolita seduced him, rather than the other way around, seems suspicious. Like many adolescents, Lolita appears to have mixed feelings toward sex, ranging from mild repulsion to enthusiastic curiosity. Until now, she has appeared to be a flirtatious, vulgar girl of mercurial moods, whose supposed crush on Humbert varies in intensity from moment to moment. As she eagerly questions Humbert about his sexual relationship with her mother, we can see that she clearly has a teenager’s typical interest in sexuality. However, despite the passionate kisses she shares with Humbert, sex seems mostly a game to Lolita. She describes her clandestine encounters with Charlie as fun, but in the same chapter she makes reference to the “disgusting” things that she learned at camp. She clearly enjoys Humbert’s attentions yet often grows bored with his unceasing ardor.


  Humbert doesn’t describe the actual act of sex with Lolita in any detail. One reason may be that his desire for Lolita encompasses something beyond physical lust—even when Humbert drugs Lolita, he mostly daydreams about examining her body, rather than about actually forcing himself on her. In some sense, Humbert’s refusal to describe the event explicitly may represent a desire to preserve the sanctity of the act, or of Lolita herself. However, Humbert’s reticence about the physical act of sex may be simply a strategy to keep the reader from being too disgusted with him, enabling him to keep alive the romantic element of his narrative.


  Whether or not Lolita initiates the seduction, it would be hard to argue that Lolita consciously intends to transform her relationship with Humbert into a real love affair. Left to her own devices, Lolita might not have chosen to continue with Humbert after their initial sexual encounter. Indeed, after their first night together, Lolita becomes sullen. Her frequent references to rape and incest indicate that she understands the impropriety of their relationship, but her cool self-awareness suggests that she isn’t as outraged as we might expect. However, despite the fact that Lolita often seems quite composed and self-controlled for a child, the fact remains that she is deeply affected by her first sexual encounter with an adult. Like many adolescents, she isn’t prepared to handle the emotions that arise from sex, let alone the emotions that arise from sex with a grown man who happens to be her stepfather. The next morning, she wants to call her mother. While she may not exactly understand what has gone wrong, she still seeks consolation from the person who was supposed to be her protector.


  Just as Humbert consummates his relationship with Lolita, Clare Quilty appears as Humbert’s dark shadow. Quilty remains a mysterious form throughout the novel, a trickster figure and a game player who never quite comes to light. Lolita fascinates him, but Quilty doesn’t seem as controlled by his desires as Humbert is by his. This self-control will eventually distinguish Quilty from Humbert in Lolita’s eyes. Humbert, unaware of the role that Quilty will play in his life and the danger he represents, fails to recognize him as the celebrity that Lolita adores, and whom he himself resembles. Instead, he notes Quilty’s resemblance to a Swedish relative of his, Gustave Trapp. This represents an ironic kind of recognition, since Trapp and Humbert, being relatives, presumably resemble each other as well. The fact that Humbert links Quilty with Trapp, rather than himself, seems a perverse refusal to admit how he and Quilty are connected—and, ultimately, very similar. Humbert’s inability to see Quilty—to neither recognize nor to literally see him, since he is often standing at a distance, or in the shadows—represents an powerlessness on Humbert’s part to accurately see himself.


  Freed from the constraint of friends, family, and watchful society, Humbert can now take advantage of Lolita, since, as he himself observes, Lolita has nowhere else to go. As the novel progresses, Humbert’s control over Lolita becomes more and more forceful, just as she tries harder and harder to escape. Significantly, Lolita surrenders to Humbert in the town of Lepingville, a name that recalls Nabokov’s fascination with lepidoptery, or the study of butterflies. Like a butterfly collector, Humbert will pin Lolita down and eventually drain her of the lively, whimsical quality that he loved in the first place.


  By the end of this section, Humbert seems to have passed a point of no return, abandoning his already tenuous commitment to morality or decency. For example, despite her problems with her mother, Lolita becomes understandably distraught upon hearing of Charlotte’s death and cries herself to sleep. Yet Humbert remains steadfastly attached to his plan, even as he knows that she crawls into bed with him because she has nowhere else to go. His obsession leads him to believe that he can fulfill all of Lolita’s needs and keep her from needing anyone else besides him. This belief represents one of Humbert’s many delusions about Lolita. He remains remarkably insensitive to her feelings, ascribing her sullenness to mysterious bad moods rather than genuine grief at her mother’s death or genuine disgust with the sexual act. Humbert sees only his own nymphet, not the real thirteen-year-old girl. Charlotte was similarly obsessed with Humbert and saw only an erudite European, rather than a dissolute, middle-aged pedophile. Both parental figures are blinded by their own passion and fail to be proper parents and protectors to Lolita.


  Part Two, Chapters 1-–3


  Summary: Chapter 1


  Humbert and Lolita begin their travels across the United States, and Humbert describes in detail the many typically American motels and hotels they stay in. Describing Lolita as a child driven by whims, Humbert indulges most of her fancies, except when she wants to mingle with other tourists. He occasionally allows her to mix with other girls her own age, but he restricts her access to boys. Humbert realizes that he must secure Lolita’s cooperation in order to continue in this fashion and to keep her from complaining too much. He emphasizes to Lolita that she has no one else but him: if she accuses him of rape, she’ll end up at a state-run reformatory school. Humbert continues to distract her with new destinations and new gifts. Over the course of a year, they travel all over the country, ending up in the northeastern town of Beardsley, Lolita’s birthplace.


  Summary: Chapter 2


  Humbert states that their tour did not do America justice. Rather, they wandered from tourist spot to tourist spot simply in order to keep Lolita tolerably amused. Lolita is always eager to pick up hitchhikers, and Humbert realizes that their continual sexual activity has given Lolita an air that attracts other men and boys. He tries to prevent her from seeing other boys, but Lolita likes to flirt. Humbert enjoys watching other female children play, but Lolita would rather ride horseback or play tennis. Once, during a match, Humbert believes that he sees a man holding a racket and talking to Lolita. Humbert claims that he tried everything to show Lolita a good time but admits that he was mainly concerned with keeping the affair secret and keeping Lolita happy enough to have sex with him. He states that he is very happy, but Lolita constantly hurts him with her indifference and her desire to meet other people.


  Summary: Chapter 3


  Humbert attempts to relive his experience with Annabel by taking Lolita to the beach. He fails to re-create the past and consoles himself by having sex with Lolita in beautiful outdoor locations. They make love by the mountains and get caught by a woman and her children, barely managing to escape. Humbert and Lolita see many popular movies, and at one two women catch him fondling Lolita in the movie theater. Once again, Humbert just escapes without incident. Even when they occasionally encounter policemen, Lolita does not reveal their arrangement. Anxious about the legality of the situation, not to mention dwindling funds, Humbert decides to settle in Beardsley and teach at the Beardsley Women’s College, while sending Lolita to the sedate girls’ school. Humbert realizes that despite their wide travels, they have really seen nothing, and he believes their trip has somehow defiled a great country. He also knows that Lolita cries every night, while he pretends to sleep.


  Analysis


  In Part Two, Nabokov writes his version of the all-American road novel, but from a jaded, distracted, and distinctly European point of view. Humbert and Lolita go everywhere suggested by their various road guides, but they see very little of consequence, since Humbert plans the trip mainly to evade society’s prying eyes and to keep Lolita entertained. Like many expatriates, Nabokov included, Humbert is simultaneously appalled and intrigued by American kitsch. In particular, he notes the odd names of their destinations and the particularities of that populist American invention, the motel. Humbert appreciates America’s natural beauty even as he admits that their trip, prompted by a pedophiliac relationship, did not do America justice. Like many teenagers, Lolita is even less charmed by their vagabond lifestyle, preferring the movies and the company of strangers to vaguely educational, mostly touristy destinations. Humbert fails in his efforts to educate Lolita about the various significant places they pass, since he himself isn’t particularly interested in anything but their secret relationship. Unlike more classically reverential road-trip tales, in which the travelers gain a deeper understanding of the world and themselves through their journeys, Humbert and Lolita’s trip is ultimately a sham, a blind stumbling from location to location without any subsequent spiritual growth or deeper meaning.


  Humbert has now crossed over into a world without any internal or external moral boundaries. Because of their constant travels, Humbert remains outside society’s regulations and manages to convince most people that he is merely an overprotective father. Never remaining anywhere for long, he manages to evade society’s watchful eye. He is caught fondling Lolita twice and has multiple encounters with the police, but he always makes a quick escape before meeting any real opposition. Though he constantly worries about the law, Humbert rarely experiences any hindrance from official authorities. In some ways, this freedom indicates a willful blindness on society’s part, and perhaps even a certain amount of complicity in Humbert and Lolita’s relationship.


  By traveling constantly, Humbert has eliminated not only external obstacles to his affair with Lolita but also any internal moral qualms he might have had if they’d stayed in one place. He wastes his thoughts on their next destination or sexual encounter, rather than on the consequences of his actions. Before their first sexual encounter, Humbert’s dreams were limited to drugging and fondling Lolita, stopping short of actually having sex with her. Now the reader can see how naïve this plan was—and how completely Humbert’s desire has consumed him. He terrorizes Lolita into staying with him by threatening her with reform school, then doubles his efforts with bribery, a tactic he knows is corrupting Lolita’s morals. Indeed, as the novel continues, Lolita sees their relationship as an increasingly financial one. Humbert hears Lolita’s sobs at night, and though they cause him pain, they don’t prompt him to reconsider his plans for her. He remains convinced that he can make Lolita happy and still keep their sexual relationship intact.


  Though Humbert doesn’t concern himself with whether Lolita enjoys their carnal relationship, he does notice that her sexual experience has made her irresistible to men. It remains somewhat ambiguous how aware of her attractiveness Lolita is, but she clearly enjoys male company. Her flirtatiousness can be seen either as sexual precociousness or, perhaps, a veiled attempt to reattach herself to more conventional society, since she is drawn to families and hitchhikers as well as young men. Humbert’s jealousy causes him to control her even more tightly, as well as to see every man as a potential threat, including the mysterious man at the tennis court. Humbert’s fear about losing Lolita to another man will come true, as Quilty emerges from the shadows and makes himself known. Meanwhile, Lolita’s eagerness to mix with other people is just one sign of her unhappiness with her claustrophobic relationship with her stepfather/lover.


  Part Two, Chapters 4–11


  Summary: Chapter 4


  With the help of Humbert’s acquaintance Gaston Godin, Humbert and Lolita move to 14 Thayer Street, an unimpressive house in Beardsley. Humbert is disappointed in the Beardsley School for Girls, which emphasizes social skills rather than intellectual achievement. The headmistress, Pratt, believes that Beardsley girls must focus on the “four D’s”: Dramatics, Dance, Debating, and Dating. Humbert is appalled, but some teachers reassure him that the girls do some good, solid schoolwork. The Thayer Street house has a view of the school playground, which pleases Humbert, since he believes he will be able to watch Lolita and, he hopes, other nymphets. Unfortunately, builders arrive to make changes and block his view.


  Summary: Chapter 5


  Humbert describes Beardsley and his neighbors, with whom he is on civil yet distant terms. He constantly worries that they might snoop on his arrangement. Humbert also worries that Lolita might confide in their cook, Mrs. Holigan, and tries to make sure that they are never left alone together.


  Summary: Chapter 6


  Humbert’s friendship with Gaston Godin, a popular man regarded as a French sophisticate and genius scholar, smoothes his arrival in the new town of Beardsley. Gaston knows all of the small boys in the neighborhood and has portraits of them, as well as famous artists, in his home. Humbert enjoys their occasional chess games but finds Gaston to be a mediocre scholar and somewhat dim-witted.


  Summary: Chapter 7


  Humbert and Lolita’s relationship has become more strained. Despite her allowance and many small presents, Lolita wants more money, and she starts to demand it before performing sexual favors. Humbert periodically breaks into her room to steal back her savings so she cannot run away from him.


  Summary: Chapter 8


  Humbert worries about Lolita attracting boys, and he reads the local paper’s teen advice column for instruction. He allows Lolita to interact with some boys in groups, but never alone, a rule that upsets Lolita. Despite his attempt to control every aspect of Lolita’s life, Humbert can’t be sure that she hasn’t stolen away with a boy. However, he has no particular boy to suspect. Humbert imagines how others see him and wonders how he has managed to fool everyone. He still lives in a constant state of anxiety.


  Summary: Chapter 9


  Humbert finds himself disappointed by Lolita’s friends, few of whom are nymphets. He talks to Lolita’s friend Mona to discover if Lolita has any boyfriends, but Mona, rather than supplying Humbert with details, seems attracted to him instead.


  Summary: Chapter 10


  In a brief aside, Humbert describes how, sometimes, he would crawl over to Lolita’s desk while she was doing her homework and beg for some affection. Each time, Lolita rebuffs him.


  Summary: Chapter 11


  One day, Pratt informs Humbert that Lolita isn’t maturing sexually and exhibits disciplinary problems. Pratt’s psychological analysis bothers Humbert, as do the evaluations given by Lolita’s teachers. Pratt ends by asking Humbert if Lolita knows about sex, and she tells him that Lolita should start dating boys and, furthermore, that she should be allowed to take part in the school play. Pratt goes on to say that Lolita has an alarming vocabulary of curse words. After his appointment with Pratt, Humbert goes to see Lolita in the study room, where Lolita and another girl are reading quietly. Sitting beside Lolita, and behind the other girl, Humbert pays Lolita sixty-five cents to masturbate him.


  Analysis


  Like Ramsdale, Beardsley is a quiet, placid little town where neighbors are on good terms and families meet happily in the streets. Even the Beardsley School for Girls is essentially an artistic finishing school, designed to teach girls to be pleasant and polite company. In many ways, Beardsley represents the very model of a clean, family-oriented 1950s town, but, like Ramsdale, secrets lurk just beneath the surface. Nabokov indicates, for example, that the beloved Gaston is a pedophile with a penchant for small boys, luring them to his home with the promise of chores and small chocolates. The portraits of young boys which hang in Gaston’s home are matched and echoed by the portraits of artists, all of whom are homosexual, which also hang on Gaston’s walls.


  Humbert doesn’t think much of Gaston, yet the bare facts of their situations are remarkably similar, as both men are pedophiles who manage to fool conventional society—particularly that element of society with aesthetic and cultural pretensions. Similarly, Lolita’s friends, though they are young teenagers in a small town, seem sexually knowledgeable and experienced. Mona, for example, has already had a relationship with a marine. And the Beardsley School, for all its old-fashioned ideals, is nonetheless very concerned with the sexual and romantic lives of its students. On the surface, Beardsley is a proper small town, but, like Humbert, the genteel image hides darker lusts and motives.


  Humbert’s suddenly blocked view of the playground foreshadows Humbert’s weakening grip on Lolita and her newly developed aptitude for deception. Once established in the small town, Humbert expects that he and Lolita will live as a normal family during the day while continuing to be lovers at night. However, Lolita’s unhappiness, as well as her normal adolescent tendencies, causes her both to rebel against Humbert and to attempt to manipulate him. Humbert bemoans her lack of morals as she starts demanding higher fees for sexual favors, and he becomes increasingly paranoid as Lolita establishes herself in her new community. The relationship parodies the standard father–teenage-daughter relationship, with Humbert establishing rules and Lolita finding ways to rebel. Ultimately, Humbert’s fears are realized when Lolita joins the school play. The combination of Quilty’s influence and her new dramatic training will teach Lolita enough to escape her stepfather completely.


  Nabokov’s humorous, though disturbing, depiction of an encounter between Humbert and Pratt is indicative of the darkly ironic humor that pervades the novel. The more Pratt talks about Lolita’s sexuality, the more Humbert appears to be embarrassed. The more embarrassed Humbert appears, the more Pratt engages in simplistic psychological analysis of Lolita. Not only is her highly inaccurate diagnosis of Lolita’s sexual knowledge a slight to the practice of psychology, but it also reinforces Humbert’s belief that he has managed to fool everyone. Pratt’s injunction that Humbert take charge of his daughter’s sexual education gets fulfilled, but in a way that grossly parodies her initial intent. Instead of going to Lolita and paternally teaching her about proper, healthy relations with the opposite sex, Humbert visits Lolita’s classroom and pays her sixty-five cents to discreetly put her hands down his pants. The scene represents yet another moment where Humbert passes a moral threshold in his actions. Humbert is growing reckless, not only bringing their sexual relationship into a public place, but doing so in the presence of another young girl. The nameless other girl—who seems doll-like, with her porcelain skin and platinum hair—and the classroom setting add a new element of depravity to the act, as if Humbert is now guilty of violating more than just Lolita.


  Part Two, Chapters 12–17


  Summary: Chapter 12


  After Lolita recovers from an illness, Humbert allows her to throw a small party with boys. The party isn’t a success, and the boys don’t impress Lolita, which is such a relief for Humbert that he buys her a new tennis racket. For her birthday, he buys her a bicycle and a book of modern American paintings, and while he enjoys watching her ride the bike, he remains disappointed by her inability to appreciate fine art.


  Summary: Chapter 13


  Lolita begins rehearsing for a play entitled The Enchanted Hunters, in which she plays a farmer’s daughter who bewitches a number of hunters. Humbert notes that the play has the same name as the hotel he and Lolita first stayed in, but he doesn’t think much of it. He also doesn’t mention the coincidence to Lolita, for fear that she’ll mock him and his nostalgia. At the time, Humbert assumes the play is nothing more than a trifling work written specifically for schoolchildren. He tells the reader that he now knows the play to be a recent composition, written by a noted playwright. Humbert scoffs at the play’s overt romanticism and fantasy. One day, as Lolita rides her bike, she teasingly asks Humbert if the Enchanted Hunters was, in fact, the name of the hotel where he first raped her.


  Summary: Chapter 14


  Some days later, Humbert becomes outraged when he gets a call from Lolita’s piano teacher, who tells him that Lolita has been missing her lessons. When confronted, Lolita claims she has been rehearsing for the play in a local park. Lolita’s friend Mona corroborates the story, but Humbert assumes both girls are lying. While Humbert and Lolita discuss the issue heatedly, he realizes that she’s changed and possesses fewer nymphet qualities. Humbert panics and threatens to take her away from Beardsley if she continues lying. Lolita becomes furious, and they have a loud, angry fight in which she accuses him of violating her and murdering her mother. Humbert grabs her by the wrist and attempts to restrain her. Just then, a neighbor calls to complain about the noise, and as Humbert apologizes, Lolita escapes from the house. Humbert drives around looking for her and finally finds her in a telephone booth. Lolita tells Humbert that she hates the school and the play and wants to leave Beardsley, but only if they go where she wants to go. Relieved, Humbert agrees to her demands. At home, Lolita tells Humbert to carry her upstairs, as she’s feeling romantic. Humbert confesses that this brought him to tears.


  Summary: Chapter 15


  Humbert tells the school that he’s been hired as a consultant for a movie in Hollywood, but promises to return. Excited to be traveling again, Lolita plans out where they’ll go and where they’ll stay. As they’re driving away from the town, Edusa Gold, the acting coach, pulls up alongside them in her car. She says it’s a shame Lolita couldn’t finish the play, since the playwright himself was so taken with her. As Edusa drives off, Humbert asks Lolita who wrote the play. Lolita tells him it was some old woman, “Clare Something.” With that, Humbert and Lolita start their travels.


  Summary: Chapter 16


  Humbert and Lolita stay in a succession of hotels. Humbert keeps a very close watch on Lolita, to keep her from communicating with anyone he doesn’t know. However, Lolita occasionally manages to disappear, even under Humbert’s watchful eye. She changes her mind often about their destinations, sometimes wanting to stay on for no apparent reason. One day, Humbert goes out but suddenly feels nervous, and he returns to the hotel room to find Lolita completely dressed. Humbert’s suspicions, while still vague, grow stronger.


  Summary: Chapter 17


  Humbert secretly keeps a gun that belonged to Lolita’s father and stands guard with it at night. He reminds the reader that, in Freudian analysis, a gun represents the father’s phallus.


  Analysis


  In these chapters, Humbert grows intensely suspicious of both Lolita’s increasing ability to deceive him, as well as the various men they meet on their travels. However, despite his mounting paranoia, Humbert remains unable to grasp the truth of his situation. For example, though he reads The Enchanted Hunters carefully and recognizes the strange coincidence between the play’s title and the name of the hotel where he and Lolita first consummated their relationship, he doesn’t take the production as a warning sign. Unable to see this coincidence as foreshadowing anything, Humbert can only offer a passive, ineffectual response: a intellectual, critical analysis of the play’s literary value. Meanwhile, The Enchanted Hunters brings Clare Quilty directly into Lolita’s life and, presumably, causes her to reevaluate her relationship with Humbert. The production of The Enchanted Hunters is the turning point at which Humbert first begins to lose Lolita, and he fails to recognize its significance.


  Humbert’s inability to see the reality of his predicament also extends to his relationship with Lolita. Humbert loves what Lolita represents: a perfect specimen of his ideal type of female, the nymphet. Humbert loves an image of a girl, but not the girl herself. This refusal to acknowledge the real Lolita allows him to observe all the human elements of his iconic woman—her vulgarity, her duplicity, her rebelliousness—and remain steadfastly assured that, somehow, he can possess Lolita forever. Only after losing Lolita will Humbert realize how mistaken he was. At this point in the novel, however, Humbert is still the enchanted hunter, too spellbound by his obsession to comprehend the reality of his lover or the imminent threat Quilty represents.


  In these chapters, Lolita seems less whimsical and more calculating. Up to this point, we might have assumed that Lolita’s temperamental moods could be attributed to the typically mercurial nature of all teenagers or to the extreme pressure of leading a secret, deviant lifestyle. However, Lolita’s moods seem more planned now. For example, she explains away her missed piano lessons with preternatural calm, even arranging for Mona to lie for her. For once, Humbert’s suspicions seem justified. Humbert blames her dramatic training for teaching Lolita to dissemble, and he’s not entirely wrong: the theater is responsible for her duplicity, but not quite in the way Humbert imagines. Once again, Humbert offers an ineffectual, intellectual response, making a symbolic connection between the necessary pretense involved in acting and the apparent pretense Lolita is employing.


  Humbert misses the more simple, straightforward explanation for Lolita’s lies: the theater is responsible for Lolita’s betrayal because the school play introduces her to Quilty. Humbert’s attempts to keep their relationship from changing, as well as his attempt to arrest Lolita’s growth and keep her in a perpetual state of nymphethood, end up having the opposite effect: pushing Lolita away and resisting his fantasy role for her. Lolita and Humbert act out a version of a more traditional parent-child relationship, with Lolita lying and evading her father figure in order to challenge his strict, oppressive regulations. Humbert doesn’t grasp this element of their relationship, which leads him to unquestioningly accept her decision to leave Beardsley.


  Even at this early stage, we can see how this journey represents a reversal of the earlier road trip. Whereas Humbert himself planned the first trip, in order to assert his control over and possession of Lolita, he now follows Lolita’s whims and desires, unknowingly facilitating her escape. Previously, Humbert was the enchanted hunter, charmed and fascinated by his prey, Lolita. Now Humbert has become a different kind of enchanted hunter: he’s bewitched and spellbound by Lolita’s duplicity, and, blinded by his own obsession, he is never able to clearly spot his prey, Clare Quilty. If Humbert has become an ineffectual hunter in these chapters, he soon realizes that he’s also become the hunted, as his shadowy double, Clare Quilty, tracks him down in order to steal Lolita.


  Part Two, Chapters 18–22


  Summary: Chapter 18


  As they continue heading west, Humbert becomes increasingly paranoid. One day, Humbert catches Lolita talking to a strange man, who resembles Humbert’s relative Gustave Trapp. Lolita says she was simply giving him directions and shrugs off Humbert’s suspicions. On the road the next day, Humbert suspects they’re being followed by a red car but manages to evade it. Lolita says she has misread the tour book, and by mistake they find themselves at a theater, watching a play written by Clare Quilty and Vivian Darkbloom. Humbert is suspicious about the play’s authors but cannot see them well in the shadows. When questioned, Lolita states that Vivian is actually a man and Clare is the female author of The Enchanted Hunters. Humbert recalls that Lolita used to have a crush on the celebrity Clare Quilty, but Lolita laughs off the idea.


  Summary: Chapter 19


  At the post office, Humbert reads a letter to Lolita from Mona, who describes the school production of The Enchanted Hunters. When he finishes the letter, he realizes that Lolita has disappeared. Humbert chases after her, and when he finds her, Lolita says she had seen one of her friends from Beardsley. Humbert interrogates her vigorously, but she does not budge in her story. Humbert tells Lolita that he has written down the license plate number of the car following them, but he discovers that Lolita has erased the number and smacks her for it. Later, Humbert realizes that the man following him—whom he has taken to calling Trapp, after Humbert’s Swiss relative, whom the man resembles—has been switching cars. When Humbert’s car gets a flat tire, Trapp stops not far behind them. Humbert gets out of the car to confront him, but Trapp turns and speeds away while Humbert’s car, with Lolita at the wheel, starts moving. Lolita claims that she was trying to stop the car from rolling away. Humbert begins to keep the gun in his pocket.


  Summary: Chapter 20


  Despite believing that Lolita’s acting experience has taught her to be deceitful, Humbert fondly remembers watching her go through her drama exercises. However, that thrill doesn’t compare to the joy he feels while watching Lolita play tennis. Humbert goes on at length, describing how maddeningly attractive Lolita is on the tennis courts. He admits that he finds all kinds of games romantic and magical, including his chess games with Gaston. In the middle of one tennis game, at a hotel in Colorado, Humbert receives an urgent note that the Beardsley School has called. However, Humbert realizes that the school would have no way of getting in touch with him there. From a window in the hotel, Humbert looks back to the tennis court and sees a strange man playing doubles with Lolita. By the time Humbert returns, the man has left and neither Lolita nor the other doubles pair will tell him about the mysterious stranger. Lolita tells him she wants to go swimming.


  Summary: Chapter 21


  Later, at the pool, Humbert sees a dark-haired man watching Lolita lasciviously. He sees that Lolita can tell the man is watching her, and he watches as Lolita flirts with the man from afar. Humbert recognizes him as Trapp, the man who has been following them, but Trapp disappears before Humbert can confront him. Humbert drinks heavily and starts to wonder if he’s imagining Trapp.


  Summary: Chapter 22


  Later that night, Lolita claims to be ill. Seeing that she has a high fever, Humbert takes her to the hospital. He stays in a nearby motel, separated from Lolita for the first time in two years. Lolita recovers quickly, and Humbert visits her in the hospital, bringing presents. He sees a letter on Lolita’s bed tray, but the nurse insists that it belongs to her, not Lolita. Later, Humbert himself becomes feverish, but he tells the hospital he’ll pick up Lolita the following day. However, when he arrives at the hospital, the doctors inform him that Lolita has already left with her uncle. Humbert goes into a violent rage but manages to get himself out of the hospital. He vows to kill Lolita’s abductor.


  Analysis


  In this section, the novel begins to resemble a traditional crime novel and detective story. As in the gangster movies Lolita adores, Humbert and Lolita find themselves pursued by mysterious cars and strange, shadowy men. Humbert begins to fall into the role of a film noir protagonist, adopting the appropriate language and habits, drinking heavily and calling his gun his “chum.” Both the reader and Humbert find themselves awash in clues, but many of those clues will end up as nothing more than red herrings, or dead ends. The combination of Humbert’s paranoia, the mysterious cars, and Lolita’s inexplicable absences make Humbert’s situation seem dire indeed. The more Humbert tries to prevent the inevitable, the less control he has over Lolita—or even himself. Despairing, he turns to violence, hoping to eliminate his mounting sense of dread by eliminating his shadowy pursuer, whom he refers to as “Trapp,” with a pun on “trap” that is all too appropriate to Humbert’s situation. Humbert’s paranoia can be attributed, in part, to this shift in the narrative’s genre. Humbert considers himself an aesthete, an intellectual, and a romantic. He enjoys styling himself the hero in a love story, but he’s profoundly unsuited to the role of gumshoe in a hard-boiled thriller.


  The butterfly motif continues in these chapters, as Lolita transforms from girl to woman, from hapless innocent to seemingly ruthless manipulator. If the novel undergoes a shift in genre, from romance to crime thriller, Lolita’s role in the narrative shifts as well. Whereas before, Lolita represented the idealized loved one, she now represents the femme fatale, a crucial character type in the film noir genre. Femme fatales are cruel yet irresistible, and, like that category of character, Lolita grows increasingly indifferent to Humbert’s disintegration, seducing him into trusting her only to betray him, leading him to his destruction. Lolita lures Humbert to the summer production of Quilty’s play but then hides what she knows about Quilty, convincing Humbert that Quilty is actually a woman. She then defies Humbert by secretly erasing Quilty’s license plate number. Humbert’s threats and bribes are having less and less of an effect on Lolita, as she slips out of Humbert’s control. Like a classic film noir protagonist, Humbert begins to drink too much and rely too heavily on his gun.


  We should note, however, that although Humbert seems to have fallen into this crime thriller unwittingly, he remains the narrator of this tale. This means that Humbert controls the shift in genre, and that the decision to cast himself as the beleaguered, hapless detective is, ultimately, his. Lolita may come across as a femme fatale in these chapters, but her inner psyche and secret intentions remain just as opaque as before: it’s never made clear whether Lolita is masterminding the whole scheme or whether she’s simply acting on Quilty’s instructions. Similarly, what Humbert interprets as a cruel plot to destroy him may, in fact, be the desperate actions of a girl trying to escape an oppressive, unhealthy situation. After all, if Humbert can convince us, his jury, that the object of his sincere devotion cruelly duped him, then he manages to cast himself as the true victim in this situation, perhaps earning our sympathy.


  Part Two, Chapters 23–29


  Summary: Chapter 23


  Humbert retraces the tour he and Lolita took across the country, attempting to find some clues as to Lolita’s whereabouts. As he revisits the 342 hotels and motels they stayed at, he learns that Lolita’s abductor had been following them for some time. The abductor has signed into various hotel registers with a series of sophisticated, wittily allusive fake names. Humbert deduces that Lolita and the kidnapper have been in touch since the beginning of their road trip.


  Summary: Chapter 24


  Upon returning to Beardsley, Humbert plans to accost an art professor at Beardsley College, who once taught a class at Lolita’s school. As he sits outside the professor’s classroom with the gun in his pocket, Humbert realizes that his suspicions have made him paranoid. Humbert hires a detective, who proves to be useless.


  Summary: Chapter 25


  Humbert imagines he sees Lolita everywhere and tries rid himself of her possessions. He writes a missing persons ad in verse. Humbert psychoanalyzes his own poem but does not post it.


  Summary: Chapter 26


  In his loneliness, Humbert begins a relationship with Rita, a woman in her late twenties with a checkered history. Humbert finds her ignorant but comforting, and their relationship lasts for two years. During this time, Humbert gives up his search for Lolita’s abductor and spends his time wandering with Rita, drinking heavily. Nonetheless, he finds himself returning to the old hotels to relive memories of Lolita. He cannot, however, bring himself to go to the Enchanted Hunters hotel. Meanwhile, Rita grows increasingly unstable and becomes convinced that Humbert will leave her.


  Summary: Chapter 27


  Gradually, Rita and Humbert begin to live apart, though Humbert visits her frequently. During one visit, Humbert discovers that two letters have been forwarded to him. The first is from John Farlow, who remarried after Jean died of cancer. John states that he has handed over the complicated case of the Haze estate to an attorney named Jack Windmuller. The second letter is from Lolita. Addressing Humbert as “Dad,” she writes that she has become Mrs. Richard F. Schiller and is currently pregnant. She writes asking for money but withholds her home address in case Humbert is still angry.


  Summary: Chapter 28


  After reading the letter, Humbert goes in search of Lolita and her new husband. Taking the gun along with him, Humbert plans to kill Lolita’s husband, whom he assumes is the same man who abducted Lolita from the hospital. Though Lolita didn’t give her specific address, Humbert manages to find the town she lives in, Coalmont. Nervous and agitated, Humbert bathes and dresses in his finest clothes before inquiring after the Schillers.


  Summary: Chapter 29


  Humbert finally tracks Lolita down to a small, clapboard house on Hunter Road. Lolita has grown taller and wears glasses now, and is hugely pregnant. Though she has matured past the nymphet stage, Humbert realizes he still loves her deeply. Humbert sees Lolita’s husband, Dick, a simple working man, outside in the yard. Lolita tells Humbert that Dick knows nothing about their past sexual relationship. Humbert realizes that Dick didn’t abduct Lolita from the hospital, and Lolita, wanting Humbert’s financial help, confesses that the man who took her was the playwright Clare Quilty.


  Lolita describes Quilty as the great love of her life. She tells Humbert that Quilty knew Charlotte and had come to Ramsdale many times to visit his uncle, Ivor Quilty, the dentist. Dick comes inside the house, and Lolita introduces Humbert as her father. Humbert realizes that he bears the man no ill will. When Dick returns outside, Lolita continues her story. After she ran away with Quilty, she lived on his ranch with his friends, all of whom engaged in strange sexual practices. Lolita refused to participate, claiming that she only loved Quilty, and Quilty kicked her out. She found work as a waitress and eventually met Dick. Humbert realizes that he will love Lolita until he dies and begs her to come away with him. Lolita thinks Humbert might give her money if she goes to a motel with him, but Humbert says he’ll give her the money regardless of her answer and hands her four thousand dollars. Lolita is excited by the money but firmly and gently refuses to go away with Humbert, saying she would rather go back to Quilty. Humbert leaves her with the money and drives off, weeping.


  Analysis


  These chapters continue to play with the idea that Lolita has transformed into a detective novel. After losing Lolita, Humbert goes on a wild goose chase, retracing their previous road trips. He uncovers seemingly incredible coincidences, such as when he realizes that he and Lolita met at 342 Lawn Street, consummated their relationship in Room 342 of the Enchanted Hunters hotel, and registered in 342 hotels across the United States. However, these clues don’t add up to anything. In the end, the presence of these incessant, repetitive numbers shows that Humbert was right, and McFate did indeed play a role in his journey. Beyond that, they represent nothing more than a meaningless string of fascinating flukes.


  Similarly, the clues that Lolita’s abductor has scattered along the way prove to be nothing more than teases, providing insights into the personality of the kidnapper but no concrete evidence as to his identity. We learn that the mysterious stranger is witty and well read, and shares Humbert’s own interest in puns and word games. However, the anagrams, Latin phrases, and literary allusions seem to do nothing more than proclaim their own presence, since Humbert eventually gives up on the prospect of finding Lolita. The mystery of Lolita’s disappearance can’t be solved by any ordinary kind of investigation, as we learn from the comically ineffectual detective Humbert ends up hiring. Long after any information might have proved useful, the private eye reports “an eighty-year-old Indian by the name of Bill Brown lived near Dolores, Colo.” The fake registry entry for a “Will Brown, Dolores, Colo.” ends up having an unexpected basis in reality, but the connection remains a specious one; for all the names and numbers Humbert collects, they end up amounting to nothing more than “nonsense data.”


  Humbert’s reaction to losing Lolita, as well as his reaction to seeing her again, exemplifies just how complicated his feelings for Lolita truly are. Over the course of the novel, Humbert has always strived to demonstrate that he’s not a common pedophile. For example, he grants his desire mythic qualities, describing the objects of his affection as magical creatures capable of bewitching a man. Humbert believes that, rather than signifying some kind of deviant tendency, his love for young girls demonstrates his refined aesthetic sense. By linking all subsequent girls to the original girl, Annabel Leigh, Humbert also situates the girls within the dramatic narrative arc of his own life. The nymphets become symbols of Humbert’s deep, innate romanticism, not victims of his abnormal appetites. In this section of the novel, his attitude toward nymphets changes. Now that he’s lost Lolita, Humbert still finds himself sexually drawn to young girls, but he suppresses that craving more forcefully and can’t imagine copulating with them anymore. When he sees her again, he realizes that Lolita is now long past her nymphet phase, yet he finds that he’s still smitten with her. It’s up to the reader, as Humbert’s jury, to decide whether this devotion constitutes a genuinely selfless love and, if so, whether that excuses Humbert’s crimes.


  Similarly, we have to determine whether Clare Quilty’s crimes are categorically worse than Humbert’s. Humbert would argue that his feelings for Lolita are authentically romantic, while Clare’s are basely sexual. Humbert has always situated his relationship with Lolita in a larger artistic context, comparing the two of them to figures from literature and history. Clare is an artist as well but produces the kind of art Humbert denigrates as vulgar and unsubtle. Given that Humbert has always tried—unsuccessfully—to cultivate a taste for fine art in Lolita, the fact that Lolita believes Clare to be a “genius” seems cruelly ironic. Humbert feels disgusted by Clare’s attempt to use his status as an artist to shield and excuse his perverse behavior. However, Humbert is just as guilty of artistically manipulating the situation. After all, Lolita is not a straightforward, disinterested account of the events in question. Humbert has taken literature, his chosen medium, and fashioned a piece of art that beguiles its audience as cleverly as Lolita beguiles him.


  Part Two, Chapters 30–36


  Summary: Chapter 30


  Humbert departs to find Dr. Ivor Quilty. Attempting to take a shortcut, Humbert’s car gets hopelessly stuck in a muddy ditch. He walks several miles, in the rain, to a farmhouse and waits for someone to pull his car out. Around midnight, he manages to drive on, but exhaustion causes him to stop in a small town, not far from the Enchanted Hunters hotel.


  Summary: Chapter 31


  Humbert remembers a priest he once knew in Quebec, who would discuss the nature of sin with him at length. He confesses that, despite receiving much spiritual solace from the priest, he himself can never forget the sinful things he inflicted on Lolita. He claims that he will never find peace because, as he puts it, a maniac deprived Dolores Haze of her childhood.


  Summary: Chapter 32


  Humbert realizes that because he was so consumed by his desire for her, he never really understood the real Lolita. In his narrative, he begins addressing Lolita directly. Humbert recalls a time, back in Beardsley, when Lolita burst into tears after witnessing the ordinary, normal affection between her friend and her friend’s father. Humbert realizes that even her strained relationship with Charlotte was preferable to Lolita’s life with him and that Lolita must miss her mother.


  Summary: Chapter 33


  Humbert returns to Ramsdale. He visits the old Haze house, now occupied by a new family with a nymphet daughter. Humbert visits Windmuller’s office, then goes to see Dr. Ivor Quilty on the pretext of needing some dental work. From Ivor, Humbert learns that Clare Quilty lives in Pavor Manor, on Grimm Road. With that knowledge, he leaves Dr. Quilty abruptly.


  Summary: Chapter 34


  Humbert drives past Pavor Manor and imagines what kind of scandalous, reprehensible activities must be taking place inside. He drives back into town, to return the next morning. Through the trees, he sees the screen of a drive-in movie. Humbert can see a man in the film raise a gun before the trees obscure his vision.


  Summary: Chapter 35


  The next day, Humbert arrives at Pavor Manor with his loaded gun. Humbert enters the huge and extravagantly furnished house and hunts for Quilty. Quilty emerges from a bathroom and appears unmoved by Humbert’s requests that he recall Lolita. While Humbert explains to Quilty why he must die, Quilty tries to distract him with clever wordplay. Quilty lunges for the gun, and the two men wrestle. Humbert regains control of the gun, then reads a poem detailing Quilty’s crimes. Quilty critiques the poem and offers Humbert many bribes, including concubines and erotic pictures. Humbert shoots, and Quilty tries to escape, running through the house. Humbert shoots him many times, but Quilty does not seem to die. Quilty begs for his life, but Humbert finally kills him. Humbert realizes that he does not feel any peace and is surprised to see a group of people sitting in the drawing room downstairs, drinking. Humbert claims he killed Quilty, but no one notices.


  Summary: Chapter 36


  Humbert then drives off, and, out of sheer rebellion, speeds down the wrong side of the road. He gets arrested after running a red light and driving into a meadow. Humbert realizes that the real tragedy is not that he has lost Lolita, but that Lolita has been robbed of her childhood. From jail, Humbert writes that he opposes capital punishment but would sentence himself to thirty-five years for rape and dismiss the rest of the charges. He addresses the last section to Lolita, telling her to be true to her husband Dick and advising her not to talk to strangers. He also asks her not to mourn Quilty, as he felt that killing Quilty was a public service. He also states that, if given a choice between Quilty and Humbert, Humbert should live, so he might chronicle this story and immortalize Lolita through his art.


  Analysis


  As Humbert winds down his presentation to the jury of his readers, the question of appropriate punishment—the inevitable conclusion to any criminal trial—must be addressed. Humbert explicitly raises the issue of his own punishment twice in this section, first in Chapter 31 and then again in Chapter 36. In Chapter 31, Humbert suggests that no legal punishment could possibly prove sufficient and appropriate for his crimes. He will personally, however, suffer eternally under the knowledge that he is ultimately responsible for the loss of Lolita’s childhood. In Chapter 36, Humbert recommends that he be sentenced to thirty-five years in jail for his crimes, though he can’t advocate the death penalty, being morally opposed to capital punishment. The novel itself refuses to offer any closure on the subject of Humbert’s punishment. We never see Humbert tried in a literal courtroom, since, as we learn from the foreword to Lolita, Humbert dies in jail before reaching trial. The novel arrests itself at the stage of judgment, leaving the task of appraising Humbert’s guilt and determining his sentence in our hands.


  At the end of the novel, Humbert stops presenting his case to us, the jury, and instead addresses his victim directly. Humbert doesn’t plead for Lolita’s forgiveness, but he does attempt to make peace with her. He tells her that he is “thinking of aurochs and angels, the secret of durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only immortality you and I may share, my Lolita.” Here, Humbert alludes to several figures from art history, from the aurochs, or bison, of ancient cave paintings to the religious iconography of the Old Masters, rendered in their “durable pigments.” Like the “prophetic sonnets” of William Shakespeare—in which Shakespeare predicted that his poems would life forever and that the sweetheart described within them would likewise be immortalized—Humbert offers his work of art as a present and penance to his darling. Humbert and Lolita share the “immortality” of Lolita, becauseas long as the novel exists, there will be a record that preserves their time together. Though Humbert (and Nabokov) couldn’t have known this at the time, Lolita has also become a canonic masterpiece of western literature, thereby granting it another level of immortality.


  However, the question of whether Humbert’s artistic talent can mitigate his moral guilt remains an open one. Humbert believes that the true depravity of his crime lies in his wanton destruction of a beautiful thing—Lolita. If he manages to recapture that lost beauty in another beautiful creation, the novel Lolita, can we somehow forgive the corrupt criminal Humbert? When Charlotte dies, Humbert denies any culpability in the matter, claiming that “poets never kill.” However, as Chapter 35 demonstrates, poets do indeed kill. Humbert even composes an ode in honor of Quilty’s murder, which he recites just before shooting him.


  In the final lines of Chapter 36, Humbert speaks of “the refuge of art,” and we may ask ourselves whether Humbert is indeed attempting to take shelter within his beautiful, mazelike creation, hiding his sinfulness within elegant prose. The novel ends with the word Lolita, which, quite famously, opens the novel as well. By bracketing the novel with such an explicit instance of symmetry, Nabokov draws attention to the novel’s formal, literary qualities. Lolita doesn’t represent a spontaneous outpouring of emotion, but a planned, controlled, composed account of a deeply disturbing series of events. It may seem inappropriate, then, to respond to Lolita emotionally, even though Humbert’s agony often seems genuine and heartbreaking. However we react to the ending of Humbert’s tale—whether we forgive Humbert because of the obvious pain he has suffered, or because he has created an exquisite work of art, or whether we continue to hold him accountable for the incredible damage he has caused—Lolita forces us to interrogate the moral aspects of art appreciation.


  Important Quotations Explained


  
    
      1. “Lolita” should make all of us—parents, social workers, educators—apply ourselves with still greater vigilance and vision to the task of bringing up a better generation in a safer world.

    


    This quotation, from the end of the fake foreword to Lolita by John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., sounds like a serious pronouncement. However, by the time the reader has finished the novel, its assessment sounds patently ridiculous. As an editor of psychology books, Ray is understandably attached to the notions that psychology can shed an illuminating light on Lolita and that the novel might become a notable book in psychiatric circles. However, Nabokov, an outspoken critic of psychology, writes Lolita from a romantic point of view, portraying Humbert’s impulses as emotional and artistic, rather than psychological or scientific. Themes such as lust and love were, for Nabokov, greater than the sum of their scientific explanations. As a result, Ray’s attempt to assert that Lolita has some “social significance” is comical, an indication that Nabokov intends to derail a psychological explanation of his novel, in favor of a more magical or emotional one.


    This quotation also seems heavy-handed in its assumption that the moral of Lolita will be clear to the reader. While Nabokov does not excuse Humbert’s pedophilia or his controlling nature, and while he clearly outlines Lolita’s loss of innocence and corruption, Lolita is not a morally didactic novel. Nabokov makes Humbert speak in romantic, persuasive tones that convince a reader to sympathize with Humbert’s pedophiliac impulses, even as the reader is repulsed by those impulses. Humbert is not portrayed wholly as a villain, and Lolita is no deflowered virgin: thelines between good and evil are not clearly drawn. Even Quilty, who lurks behind the scenes as a malevolent shadow, is more similar than dissimilar to Humbert. The so-called moral impulses scattered through the novel, such as Charlotte’s religious tendencies and Pratt’s psychological analysis, are portrayed comically. Such moralizing often leads to absurd conclusions and blinds the characters to the truth of what is happening around them. As a result, Ray’s assertion that Lolita must have a moral lesson seems like a foolish attempt to justify the beauty of a novel that deals with such sordid, immoral subject matter.

  


  
    
      2. In a nervous and slender-leaved mimosa grove at the back of their villa we found a perch on the ruins of a low stone wall. Through the darkness and the tender trees we could see arabesques of lighted windows which, touched up by the colored inks of sensitive memory, appear to me now like playing cards—presumably because a bridge game was keeping the enemy busy.

    


    This quotation appears toward the end of Part One, Chapter 4, as Humbert describes his first unsuccessful tryst with Annabel Leigh. He portrays the location as a fairy-tale setting, a hidden grove of adolescent love forbidden to adults. Because of the deep personal significance the event holds for him, his assignation with Annabel grows to mythic proportions in Humbert’s memory. Memory, for Nabokov, is not a matter of remembered sentences and scenes, but a jumble of emotions and images that recreate particular feelings. Humbert’s association of the windows with the adults’ bridge game reinforces the urgency of the secret encounter, as well as the ever-present threat of society’s intrusion. From this point forward, part of Humbert’s attraction to nymphets will forever be tied to the illicit nature of his desire. Additionally, when Humbert first consummates his passion with Lolita in the Enchanted Hunters hotel, he daydreams about making the hotel into a more natural setting. Though this daydream isn’t explicitly connected to Humbert’s first encounter with Annabel, the sexual connotations are clear.


    Readers have often accused the novel of being pornographic because it addresses pedophilia so directly, but portraying sex explicitly was not Nabokov’s intention. Humbert’s description of his encounter with Annabel is as sexual as the novel gets. He rarely describes his sexual relations with Lolita in any detail, preferring to describe the details before and the satisfaction afterwards. Though his encounter with Annabel has been romanticized in his head, his affair with Lolita is too close to his heart even to share with the reader. Nabokov, like Humbert himself, is less interested in sexuality or pedophilia than in the insurmountable nature of desire itself. Humbert describes Lolita’s shoes or skin with great detail but omits portraying the act of consummation. Desire makes him fixate upon the smallest detail of Lolita’s existence and does not limit itself to merely the sexual act. Lolita often misinterprets Humbert’s desire to be close to her as a desire for sex, which is not always the case.

  


  
    
      3. We had been everywhere. We had really seen nothing. And I catch myself thinking today that our long journey had only defiled with a sinuous trail of slime the lovely, trustful, dreamy, enormous country, that, by then, in retrospect, was no more than a collection of dog-eared maps, ruined tour books, old tires and her sobs in the night—every night, every night—the moment I feigned sleep.

    


    This passage, the last paragraph in Part Two, Chapter 3, beautifully summarizes Humbert’s confused relations with his adopted country and his troubling relationship with Lolita. Humbert is overtly critical of the vulgarity and the transience of American popular culture. He despises Charlotte’s puritan values and constantly attempts to educate Lolita in the higher arts. However, despite his condemnation of American culture, Humbert, like many expatriates, is also enamored of America, of its size and youth and natural beauty. He finds himself contemptuous of America because of his intellectual superiority, yet drawn to the confidence of the American personality. Ultimately, Humbert’s desire for Lolita blinds him to everything else. The tour across the country was only a series of destinations to keep Lolita happy and compliant. With every marked stop, Humbert becomes more and more like the gum-chewing, superficial tourists he despises. The travels neither enrich nor enlighten Lolita and Humbert. They are merely wandering, and Humbert realizes what a wasted opportunity their trip was.


    In this section, the reader gets a glimpse of the new, monstrous Humbert, who is capable of great evil in his quest to possess Lolita. Humbert had already planned despicable acts, such as marrying Charlotte to be near Lolita and giving Lolita sleeping pills in order to fondle her, but he had always tried not to cross the line and rob Lolita of her childhood. Now even her sobs, which clearly hurt him, cannot turn him from his purpose of keeping Lolita to himself. He has her under his control and has no knowledge of who the real Lolita is—Humbert is ultimately blind to Lolita, and willfully so. Humbert does not become a villain because of his awareness that his desire controls him, the secret shame of his desires, and he knows, somehow, that Lolita will never understand or return his love. He fools himself into believing that he is “showing Lolita a good time,” even though he knows that his desire will destroy them both.

  


  
    
      4. “Do you really want to know who it was? Well, it was—”

      And softly, confidentially, arching her thin eyebrows and puckering her parched lips, she emitted, a little mockingly, somewhat fastidiously, not untenderly, in a kind of muted whistle that name that the astute reader had guessed long ago.

      “Waterproof.”

    


    In this passage, located in the middle of Chapter 29 of Part Two, Lolita solves the novel’s mystery by revealing the identity of her kidnapper and Humbert’s pursuer. Yet Nabokov still plays games with the traditional mystery genre. Like a good mystery writer, he builds suspense with the large string of adjectives describing Lolita’s answer—all of which (mocking, fastidious, not untenderly) indicate her feelings for Quilty. Then, even at the end, Nabokov withholds the answer, giving not the name but the shape of Lolita’s lips making the name, something that the enamored Humbert would no doubt focus on. Nabokov does not reveal the name itself, and though Lolita will describe Quilty and their circumstances in more detail later, at this point the reader is supplied only with the word waterproof. Though seemingly out of context, waterproof refers to a comment made by Charlotte at Hourglass Lake about Humbert’s watch, just as Jean Farlow began a story about Ivor Quilty’s dangerous nephew Clare Quilty. The story was never finished, but it was the first time that Quilty was referred to in the novel.


    The presence of the word waterproof, as a substitute for the easy answer of “Quilty,” indicates that Nabokov expects the reader to be an active participant throughout the novel. He includes dozens of references to Quilty before this point, and, as Humbert states, an astute reader who participates in the games in and patterns of the novel would have guessed this name long ago. Humbert himself was too blinded by desire and his own lack of self-awareness to see his double in Quilty. The use of waterproof as an answer also indicates Nabokov’s method of linking fact with memory, which comes not in clean lines, but in instinctive recollections and associations. The name Quilty brings Humbert back to the moment where he might first have realized the danger Quilty represented to him and to Lolita. Nabokov uses the word waterproof to evoke memory instead of explicitly alluding to the scene at Hourglass Lake. Memory and thought, for Nabokov, are less scientific and rather a matter of jumbled images and moments.

  


  
    
      5. Unless it can be proven to me—to me as I am now, today, with my heart and my beard, and my putrefaction—that, in the infinite run it does not matter a jot that a North American girl child named Dolores Haze had been deprived of her childhood by a maniac, unless this can be proven (and if it can, life is a joke) I see nothing for the treatment of my misery but the melancholy and very local palliative of articulate art.

    


    In this sentence, located at the end of Chapter 31, Part Two, Humbert clearly notes the tragedy of Lolita’s destroyed childhood. Until now, Humbert has been selfishly unconcerned with anything but keeping Lolita. He has also been blind to her as a person. Though he has provided the reader with many clues to her personality, he himself can see her as anything other than the object of his desire. Initially, he had some reservations about taking away Lolita’s “purity.” However, he overcomes these reservations, as he does in all instances where morality conflicts with his desires. However, Humbert does not clarify whether the “maniac” in the quote is himself or Quilty, suggesting the existence of a deeper layer of self-doubt and self-loathing. Though he does frequently allude to the fact that he was an inadequate and failed father, Humbert nonetheless points to Quilty as the real destroyer of Lolita’s innocence. Even in the face of self-awareness, Humbert does not take full responsibility for his actions.


    Nabokov also uses this sentence to make his point that art can triumph over the petty and lurid events of life. Humbert realizes that only art can alleviate his misery, and he tries to assuage his pain by writing this very story. In this way, Humbert can tell his tale and defend himself, as well as immortalize his Lolita in a work of art. Art becomes therapeutic for Humbert in a way that his many trips to the sanitariums never managed to be. Humbert also alludes to his artistic intentions when he defends his murder of Quilty, asserting that one must choose Humbert over Quilty so that he can tell the story and capture Lolita forever as a nymphet. Ironically, even the casual reader knows that while Quilty is recognized in the novel as a playwright and even as a “genius,” he lacks the depth of feeling to truly create a work of art and love. Quilty’s feelings for Lolita are far more sexual than emotional, and Humbert makes sure to portray his own feelings as more emotional than sexual.

  


  Key Facts


  
    Full title · Lolita

  


  
    Author · Vladimir Nabokov

  


  
    Type of work · Novel

  


  
    Genre · Postmodern novel; tragicomedy

  


  
    Language · English

  


  
    Time and place written · 1949–1955, New York

  


  
    Date of first publication · 1955

  


  
    Publisher · Olympia Press, Paris

  


  
    Narrator · Humbert Humbert narrates the novel from his prison cell, approximately five years after the events he describes. The foreword to the novel is narrated by John Ray, Jr., Ph.D. in 1955, three years after the deaths of Humbert and Lolita.

  


  
    Point of view · Humbert narrates his account of his affair with Lolita Haze in the first person, focusing only on his own thoughts and emotions.

  


  
    Tone · Darkly comic; sly; intellectual; alternating between bemused weariness and sweeping romanticism

  


  
    Tense · Humbert Humbert describes the majority of the events in the past tense, but he frames his account with passages of present tense narration.

  


  
    Setting (time) · 1947–1952

  


  
    Setting (place) · Initially the South of France and unnamed locations in Europe, then all over the United States

  


  
    Protagonist · Humbert Humbert

  


  
    Major conflict · The primary conflicts in the novel are between Humbert Humbert and society, which disapproves of both incest and pedophilia, and between Humbert Humbert and Clare Quilty, who competes with Humbert for Lolita’s affections.

  


  
    Rising action · Humbert takes Lolita on the road, in an effort to control her behavior and cement his possession of her. By traveling, he hopes to hide his and Lolita’s identities—and relationship—thereby avoiding society’s disapproval and eluding his rival, Clare Quilty.

  


  
    Climax · Humbert’s plan fails when Lolita escapes him, running off with Clare Quilty after a brief stay in the hospital.

  


  
    Falling action · Humbert spends the next several years trailing Lolita and attempting to exact his revenge on Quilty.

  


  
    Themes · The power of language; the dispiriting incompatibility of European and American cultures; the inadequacy of psychiatry; the alienation caused by exile

  


  
    Motifs · Butterflies; doubles; games

  


  
    Symbols · The theater; prison

  


  
    Foreshadowing · Continuous: Humbert describes past events using the present tense, dropping hints in the form of clever wordplay, and he often alludes to events, people, and places the reader has not yet encountered.

  


  Study Questions & Essay Topics


  
    Study Questions


    
      
        1. How does the novel’s first-person narration affect our perception of the events being described?
      


      Though the novel is told in first-person, there are many indications that Nabokov wishes readers to supply their own interpretations of the events in the story. By frequently hiding linguistic clues and using puns and word games, Nabokov demands that readers question what Humbert tells them. Nabokov further emphasizes this necessity by providing many instances in which Humbert admits to falsifying his history and his identity in order to get what he wants. Nabokov therefore implies that Humbert is an untrustworthy narrator whose literary skills can persuade readers to overlook his lies, manipulations, and true character. As a result, Nabokov slyly comments on the act of writing beautifully or movingly about horrific situations. If readers fall under the spell of Humbert, unquestioningly listening to his story, they might forget that Humbert is writing about pedophilia, rape, and murder.


      Though Humbert is an extremely intelligent man, he often makes references to facts without understanding their true meaning. For example, he hears of Quilty and even sees him on occasion, but he misunderstands the danger he represents. He is unable to see Lolita’s unhappiness, even as he gives enough information to make it obvious to readers. Humbert is also willing to ignore any impulse that runs contrary to his desire or his plan to be with Lolita. As a result, readers have enough ammunition to question Humbert’s version of the story and his depiction of Lolita. As readers search for “the truth,” Nabokov makes it clear that he is far more interested in the beauty of the narrative and the seduction of the methodology of storytelling. The truth, ultimately, becomes less important than the manner in which it is told.

    


    
      
        2. Many characters die in the novel. How are these deaths significant to the story?
      


      Virtually all deaths in the novel appear to be random, chance events—with the notable exception of Humbert’s murder of Quilty. Death occurs capriciously, without any greater meaning or grand reverence. Nabokov uses literary methods to convey the abruptness of death and its attendant feelings of numbness or matter-of-factness. Humbert’s lack of response to loss, another sign of his self-absorbtion, is most clear after the death of his mother, conveyed by the simple phrase “picnic, lightning.” Similarly, Annabel is dispatched not in a sentence, but in a phrase: “and four months later she died of typhus in Corfu.” Lolita’s death is completely hidden from the reader, as John Ray, Jr.. Ph.D. notes that “Mrs. Richard F. Schiller” died in childbirth, without ever identifying her as Lolita. Humbert reveals the demise of even the most important characters in abrupt terms. Emotion arises later from his actions, such as from his obsession with nymphets, rather than from overt explanation. Death does not discriminate between those Humbert loves and those Humbert despises.


      The death of Quilty, however, takes up many paragraphs, as Humbert draws out the execution by forcing Quilty to face his guilt and acknowledge his role in Lolita’s corruption. Quilty often interrupts Humbert’s plan with bribes and ridicule in an attempt to extend his life. The length of Quilty’s demise indicates that chance plays a smaller role in this death than it has in the other deaths. Humbert’s climactic murder of Quilty is an epic struggle between rivals, one that was foreshadowed and ordained throughout the novel. Though Nabokov blurs the lines between good and evil and makes it clear that Humbert and Quilty have much in common, the length of Quilty’s execution indicates that this death was necessary to the resolution of the novel, particularly the way Humbert learns empathy and begins to feel for others..

    

  


  
    Suggested Essay Topics


    
      1. In his narrative, Humbert often uses aliases to protect people’s identities. What does his choice of the personal pseudonym “Humbert Humbert” indicate?
    


    
      2. How do Lolita and Humbert differ in their abilities to deal with the past? What do these differences reveal about their characters?
    


    
      3. How does the novel treat the theme of romantic betrayal?
    


    
      4. Lolita contains many recurring words and linguistic patterns. What is the purpose of these patterns? Do they all have meanings? How do they add to the text?
    


    
      5. What is the purpose of the foreword by John Ray, Jr., Ph.D.? Why might Nabokov have chosen to include a foreword from a character who never appears in the story?
    


    
      6. To what extent does Lolita have a moral? How does Nabokov attempt to convey this moral, or lack thereof?
    

  


  Review & Resources


  
    Quiz


    
      1. Where does Humbert first meet Lolita?


      
        A. 123 Ramsdale Lane

        B. 555 Beardsley Avenue

        C. 342 Lawn Street

        D. Pavor Manor

      

    


    
      2. How does Humbert refer to the readers of his narrative?


      
        A. As members of a jury

        B. As conspirators

        C. As nymphets

        D. As Americans

      

    


    
      3. Who is Humbert’s first love?


      
        A. Monique

        B. Valeria

        C. Charlotte

        D. Annabel

      

    


    
      4. According to John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., what ultimately happens to Humbert?


      
        A. He shoots himself

        B. He is pardoned for his crime

        C. He dies of a coronary thrombosis

        D. Quilty kills him

      

    


    
      5. Who is the narrator of the foreword?


      
        A. The author of the manuscript

        B. A lawyer hired by the author’s estate

        C. An editor hired by the trial lawyer

        D. A psychiatrist from a sanitarium

      

    


    
      6. How does Humbert’s first marriage end?


      
        A. His wife leaves with another man

        B. He leaves his wife for a young girl

        C. His wife discovers that Humbert is gay

        D. His wife commits suicide

      

    


    
      7. In Beardsley, which friend helps Lolita cover her lies?


      
        A. Rosaline

        B. Mona

        C. Charlie

        D. Harriet

      

    


    
      8. Of the following names, which one never gets applied to Lolita?


      
        A. Dolores

        B. Dolly

        C. Lita

        D. Lo

      

    


    
      9. Of the following books, which was written by Nabokov?


      
        A. Winesburg, Ohio

        B. Speak, Memory

        C. Crime and Punishment

        D. The Enchanted Hunters

      

    


    
      10. Lolita eventually marries


      
        A. Humbert Humbert

        B. Clare Quilty

        C. John Ray, Jr., Ph.D.

        D. Richard Schiller

      

    


    
      11. Which of the following characters does not die during the course of the novel?


      
        A. Annabel Leigh

        B. John Farlow

        C. Jean Farlow

        D. Humbert’s mother

      

    


    
      12. What does Pratt believe to be Lolita’s chief problem in school?


      
        A. She is not artistic

        B. She is having sex with Humbert

        C. She is not sexually mature

        D. She has no friends

      

    


    
      13. Who is Clare Quilty’s writing partner?


      
        A. Vivian Darkbloom

        B. Jack Windmuller

        C. Shirley Holmes

        D. Doug Morgan

      

    


    
      14. What do Humbert and Lolita do after Charlotte’s death?


      
        A. Move to Europe

        B. Travel across the United States

        C. Write a novel together

        D. Live quietly in Ramsdale

      

    


    
      15. How does Humbert learn the identity of Lolita’s kidnapper?


      
        A. He hires a private detective

        B. He retraces his cross-country tour

        C. Lolita tells him

        D. The police help him

      

    


    
      16. At the start of the novel, how old is Lolita?


      
        A. Nine

        B. Twelve

        C. Fifteen

        D. Seventeen

      

    


    
      17. What does Humbert teach?


      
        A. Mathematics

        B. History

        C. Art

        D. English

      

    


    
      18. How does Humbert’s marriage to Charlotte end?


      
        A. Humbert strangles her

        B. She leaves him after finding him with Lolita

        C. She is killed in a car accident

        D. She leaves him for another man

      

    


    
      19. Which is not one of Lolita’s hobbies?


      
        A. Tennis

        B. Horseback Riding

        C. Drawing

        D. Acting

      

    


    
      20. Clare Quilty wrote which play?


      
        A. Scrambled Husbands

        B. Picnic, Lightning

        C. Venice, Revisited

        D. The Enchanted Hunters

      

    


    
      21. Who is Lolita’s biological father?


      
        A. John Farlow

        B. Clare Quilty

        C. Humbert Humbert

        D. Harold Haze

      

    


    
      22. Where do Humbert and Lolita first have sex?


      
        A. In her bedroom

        B. In a hotel room

        C. In the a park

        D. In a movie theater

      

    


    
      23. Before studying literature, Humbert considers majoring in what subject?


      
        A. Psychology

        B. French

        C. Art criticism

        D. Theater

      

    


    
      24. Where do Humbert and Quilty first exchange words?


      
        A. At Quilty’s mansion

        B. On the phone, from the Haze household

        C. Backstage at Lolita’s play

        D. On the terrace of a hotel

      

    


    
      25. How does Lolita die?


      
        A. Of cancer

        B. In a car crash

        C. In childbirth

        D. Of old age

      

    


    
      Answer Key


      1: C; 2: A; 3: D; 4: C; 5: C; 6: A; 7: B; 8: C; 9: B; 10: D; 11: B; 12: C; 13: A; 14: B; 15: C; 16: B; 17: D; 18: C; 19: C; 20: D; 21: D; 22: B; 23: A; 24: D; 25: C
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