
 
Introductory Notes 

 

 

Choosing Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita as the point of departure of this dissertation was not a 

random decision. Although it is a widely read, criticised and analysed book – probably one of the most 

loved and hated novels of the second half of the 20th century – it is still, in its own right, a portentous 

work of art. It weaves hundreds of literary traditions together with a merciless sense of humour; it 

reinvents old formulae and it argues vital dialectics, such as the opposition between Europe and 

America, the main conductive thread of this dissertation. The fundamental concern of this dissertation 

is thus to understand how America and Europe are represented in Nabokov’s novel. Simultaneously, it 

will also inquire into how these countries interacted during a very prolific era: the post-Second World 

War.  

A large number of critics and scholars has previously debated this topic, most recently Ellen 

Pifer, who in her essay “Nabokov’s Novel Offspring,” argues that “[...] in the popular mind, the name 

Lolita has come to signify [...] sexual precocity [...] of American – and Americanised-youth” as 

opposed to Humbert’s “Wordsworthian tranquillity” (85). Recurrently, the question of a 

transcontinental gap has stemmed from an extension of Lolita and Humbert’s own differences. Lolita’s 

principal characters are indeed very different: one a lively American teenager, the latter a cumbersome 

European teacher. Their relationship is, first of all, a relationship of unbalance, as she is a twelve-year-

old schoolgirl, while he is an adult in a position of scholarly superiority. 

Pifer expands the usual cultural disparities between Humbert and Lolita to another level: the 

world of children versus the world of adults. Such dialectic will be adopted by this dissertation 

because it allows for an analysis of United States of America’s postwar fascination with the interplay 

between fathers and daughters, as well as between largely older actors and their babyish co-stars. 

Transforming Humbert and Lolita’s interplay in something more than a mere cultural division 

allows for an investigation on less debated themes, such as the reason why is Lolita so young in years, 

if she has been described by critics as “[...] a jaded, supremely knowing [mind] who has lost all claim 

to innocence[...]” (85). Observably, what is the reason for describing Humbert as “[...] both a mad 

criminal and a gentleman [...]” (Frosch 47)? Is Nabokov telling his readers that there is no such thing 

as childish innocence or that there is no such thing as utter corruption? 

This dissertation aims to go farther than dwell on the conventional dichotomies found in 

Lolita; it will focus on the moral ambiguity present in the novel’s main characters, attempting to 

understand whether this dubiousness mirrors the one between the Old and the New Worlds. 
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Furthermore, it will be argued that this transcontinental gap may not be as clean-cut as many scholars 

have stated, but that in Nabokov’s universe everything is double-faced and obscure, hence paralleling 

Humbert and Lolita’s descriptions.    

Surprisingly, Nabokov’s book ends with Humbert surrendering to Lolita, this surrender a 

synecdoche of his love for America. Although the novel’s balance seems to be restored towards its 

closing, actually it still lingers – Humbert’s love is unrequited and Lolita is now married and pregnant. 

He will never see her again after that brief visit to her new life as Mrs. Schiller.  So the power that was 

once in Humbert’s hands, as Lolita’s legal guardian, shifts; towards the end of the book. This 

unbalance mirrors the uneven and complex relationship between Old and New Worlds. Nabokov’s 

novel takes place in Lolita’s country and it is framed by America’s specific time and trends. This tale, 

however, is narrated by a European voice filled with outdated romanticism. 

Humbert’s unreliability as a narrator makes it even more difficult to distinguish where poetry 

ends and reality begins, i.e. where the nymphet disappears and the teenager appears. This dialectic 

finds a parallel with this dissertation’ main topic: where do the mythic conceptions about Old and New 

Worlds end and where do facts begin? Is the abyss between them that insurmountable? Or the two 

continents share a common ground as represented in Humbert’s love for Lolita, even if she by the end 

of the novel she is still unreachable?  

The methodology chosen aims to echo Humbert and Lolita’s journeys through the United 

States. It will begin by tracing the legendary interplay between Old and New Worlds, in an attempt to 

understand the interagency between these continents for over four centuries. Simultaneously, the first 

chapter of this dissertation will discuss if it is possible to deploy Humbert Humbert as an avatar for 

war-struck Europe, while Dolores Haze represents postwar America. The characterisation of Lolita’s 

narrator as an erudite scholar will also allow for a brief discussion on Humbert’s literary influences 

and their importance in this character’s nature.  

The second chapter will trace the decade’s main anxieties and events, political, cultural and 

historical, thus presenting a backdrop to Nabokov’s novel.  A specific focus on the cinematic culture 

of the time and the role models that came with it will help delimitate the chasm between Europe 

(Humbert) and America (Lolita). To represent misleading façades and Nabokov’s attention to them, 

other examples of literary and cinematographic boldness will be referred, such as Grace Metalious’ 

Peyton Place or Nick Ray’s Rebel without a Cause, both molded upon the themes tackled in Lolita – 

incest, fatherly inefficiency, rebellious youths and spurious façades. 

The third chapter will focus on the principles of youth culture. It will also be discussed the 

possibility of seeing Lolita as an avatar for this particular culture. By exploring the features of “the 

world of tough kids,” this dissertation focus on Lolita as a character embedded in a very unique 

milieu, characterised by the promiscuity wave amid young girls, the rise of cinematic rebellious role 
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models and its resulting consumerist culture. Dolores Haze, the ill-bred brat, “walks” hand in hand 

with Lolita, the vamped nymphet, in order to research if there is a real difference between them, or if 

they are just the two sides of a postwar American creation called the teenage girl, by definition bossy, 

whimsical and seductive. Furthermore, the particular interplay between father and daughter recurrent 

in the postwar media, as depicted in magazines, TV shows and motion pictures. This will allow for a 

closer look at the relationship between in Lolita and Humbert. 

Travelling forth from Lolita’s teen culture, into the fourth chapter the argument veers towards 

motion and velocity, both relevant in Nabokov’s novel. Is there a deliberate opposition between the 

characters’ tempos? Is Lolita deliberately speedy and avid, while Humbert is voyeuristic and sluggish? 

Why does he always picture life and lust as a slow-motion process from where he is shaken up by 

Lolita’s nymphetism? Is there a correlation between middle-age and laggardness, or adolescence and 

speed? And may loss be associated with any of them? May Humbert stand for the retarded Europe, 

while Lolita is the unfettered America? May Humbert’s existential wound, the loss of Annabel Leigh, 

be associated with his emotional paralysis? And if so, can Lolita’s kissing games be connected with 

national naivety contrarily with national corruption? 

The fifth and last chapter takes these ideas into consideration while analysing Lolita‘s two 

adaptations to the big screen: Stanley Kubrick’s in 1962 and Adrian Lyne’s in 1997. In face of the 

previous notions and dialectics, this chapter aims at inquiring which filmmaker, screenwriter and cast 

best dealt with Nabokov’s universe. The choices made by each filmmaker are important to understand 

the approaches the novel lends itself to, and to estimate the weight of each director’s cultural 

background in his interpretation of the material.    

Many other questions permeate Nabokov’s novel, as well as this dissertation. May America’s 

velocity, embodied in Lolita’s ascending youth culture, ever slow down to Europe’s war-struck 

paralysis, as represented by a shackled-to-grief Humbert? Are innocence and experience categories 

apart, caulked to one another, or the place where Lolita and Humbert, and their respective cultures, are 

allowed to meet? 

When this dissertation draws to its conclusion, I hope to be able to solve some of Lolita’s 

pervading ambiguities. I am also aware that the interplay between America and Europe as embodied 

by Lolita and Humbert remains as enigmatic as it is the case with all cultural and personal 

relationships.   
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