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INTRODUCTTION

Like the sweat of lust and guilt, the sweat of death trickles
through Lolita. I wonder how many readers survive the novel

without realizing that its heroine is, so to speak, dead on

arrival, like her child. Their brief obituaries are tucked away

in the ‘editor’s’ Foreword, in nonchalant, school-newsletter

form:

‘Mona Dahl’ is a student in Paris. ‘Rita’ has recently married the
proprietor of a hotel in Florida. Mrs ‘Richard F. Schiller’ died in
childbed, giving birth to a stillborn girl, on Christmas Day 1952, in
Gray Star, a settlement in the remotest Northwest. ‘Vivian Dark-
bloom’ has written a biography ...

Then, once the book begins, Humbert’s childhood love Anna-
bel dies, at thirteen (typhus), and his first wife Valeria dies
(also in childbirth), and his second wife Charlotte dies (‘a bad
accident’ ~ though of course this death is structural), and
Charlotte’s friend Jean Farlow dies at thirty-three (cancer),
and Lolita’s young seducer Charlie Holmes dies (Korea), and
her old seducer Quilty dies (murder: another structural exit).
And then Humbert dies (coronary thrombosis). And then
Lolita dies. And her daughter dies. In a sense Lolita is too great
for its own good. It rushes up on the reader like a recreational
drug more powerful than any yet discovered or devised. In
common with its narrator, it is both irresistible and unforgiv-
able. And yet it all works out. I shall point the way to what I
take to be its livid and juddering heart — which is itself in pre-
thrombotic turmoil, all heaves and lifts and thrills.

Without apeing the explicatory style of Nabokov’s famous
Lectures (without producing height-charts, road maps, motel
bookmatches, and so on), it might still be as well to establish
what actually happens in Lolita: morally. How bad is all this —
on paper, anyway? Although he distances himself with cus-
tomary hauteur from the world of ‘coal sheds and alleyways’,
of panting maniacs and howling policemen, Humbert Hum-
bert is without question an honest-to-God, open-and-shut



LOLITA

sexual deviant, displaying classic ruthlessness, guile and
(above all) attention to detail. He parks the car at the gates of
schoolyards, for instance, and obliges Lo to fondle him as the
children emerge. Sixty-five cents secures a similar caress in her
classroom, while Humbert admires a platinum classmate.
Fellatio prices peak at four dollars a session before Humbert
brings rates down ‘drastically by having her earn the hard and
nauseous way permission to participate in the school’s theatri-
cal programme’. On the other hand he performs complemen-
tary cunnilingus when his stepdaughter is laid low by fever: ‘I
could not resist the exquisite caloricity of unexpected delights
- Venus febriculosa — though it was a very languid Lolita that
moaned and coughed and shivered in my embrace.’

Humbert was evidently something of a bourgeois sadist with
his first wife, Valeria. He fantasized about ‘slapping her
breasts out of alignment’ or ‘putting on [his] mountain boots
and taking a running kick at her rump’ but in reality confined
himself to ‘twisting fat Valechka’s brittle wrist (the one she
had fallen upon from a bicycle)’ and saying, ‘Look here, you
fat fool, c’est moi qui décide.” The weakened wrist is good: sadists
know all about weakspots. Humbert strikes Lolita only once
(‘a tremendous backhand cut’), during a jealous rage, other-
wise making do with bribes, bullying, and three main threats —
the rural fastness, the orphanage, the reformatory:

In plainer words, if we two are found out, you will be analysed and
institutionalized, my pet, c’est fout. You will dwell, my Lolita will
dwell (come here, my brown flower) with thirty-nine other dopes in a
dirty dormitory (no, allow me, please) under the supervision of
hideous matrons. This is the situation, this is the choice. Don’t you

think that under the circumstances Dolores Haze had better stick to
her old man?

Itis true that Humbert goes on to commit murder: he kills his
rival, Clare Quilty. And despite its awful comedy, and despite
Quilty’s worthlessness both as playwright and citizen, the
deed is not denied its primal colorations. Quilty is Humbert’s
‘brother’, after all, his secret sharer. Don’t they have the same
taste in wordplay and women? Don’t they have the same
voice? ‘Drop that pistol,” he tells Humbert: ‘Soyons raisonnables.

il



