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ABSTRACT

Along witb [herenewed debate abou[ etbics and aestbetics, an interes[ in literary
cbaracters has also returned. Thus [ha fictitious cbild-moles[ar Humbert Humberts
abuse of Lelita, fer exampla, has been considerad tebear en the recently much discussed
preblem of cbild abuse. The actual seandal in tbis case lies in [be fact [batNabekov
has creatad a ‘<moral monster» who as a narrater possesses [beabili[y te subvert tbe
reader’s judgmant-making capacity. In order te sea bow [bis is possible a[ ah ene bas
te considarthe process of cbaractercenstitutionduring [he precess of reading, witb [he
succassive percep[ion of textual segments and the reader’s implied-personality theery
cons[ituting formativa aspects. Tbus it can be argued tbat —pessibly via a gendered
perspectiva— tbe sama [extmay allew for twe irreconcilable cons[ructions of U. U.:
[heconvertad criminal turnad artist er [berbetorically gif[ed parvart who merely fakas
a cenversien.

Ethical censidarations bave racently bacerne mora prominant again in [be
recaption of literary works of art. Botb tbe bisterical and tite pelitical tum in
literary studias and tbe neo-pragmatist er nee-Aristetelaan2 [ura in philosepbical
ethics haya led te a ranawed debate about [he ralationsbip batween etbics and
aesthetics. Beyond tbe field of tbeory, it seems te me significant tbat —fer tite
first time in [wenty years— students of mine racently initiated a beatad d¡scussien
of tite etbical implications of abeek like Nabokov’s Lo/ita.
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With [be haightaned relevance of the athical, an intarest la literary
characters has also returnad. AI[bough tbey are ficti[ious literary constructs,
their specific make-up ami interactions are seen once more as imaginary
commentarias possassing existantial relavanca. Ibus, iii the axampla raferrad
te, tite fictitieus citild-molester Humbert l-{umbart’s subjection of Lelita as bis
lust-ebjact was considerad te bear en tba real problam of cbild-abusa, [hescepe
of wbicb has been mada avidant by racentcampaigns in [he United Statas and
elsewbere.

Nabekov’s Lolita is, of ceurse, a novel prona te triggering eff fervant
discussion about [ha athical rasponsibility of [ha literary artist. No ethar beek
since Flaubert’s Mac/ame Bovary and Joyce’s Ulysses has causad sucb a stir by
its violatien of a deaply reotad sexual tabeo. fiera just a few raminders of its
publication history. Altar soma five American publishers had fonud tha risk toe
bigh, Nabekov in 1955 had te maka do witb [henetorieus Olympia Press [o haya
[be beok printad at alí. Soen a hot debate about ita prirnacy of ethical versus
aesthetic consideratiens startad in Britain, wban Graham Greene recemmended
it as ene of [he best beoks of [he yaar in ita Cbristmas issua of tbe London
Sunday Times. Iba potantial danger te[hamorality el [henation seamed so great
that [be fleme Office parsuaded tha French Ministry of [ha Interior te ban [he
boek in order te stop its baing smugglad acress [he Channal. In Franca a legal
faud tben cenimancad, accompanied by a Press campaign known as laifaire
Lolita. In Britain emotions ran bigh again when in 1959 it leakad [hrougb that
Waidanfeld & Nicelson intanded te publish tbe boek, and Nigel Nicolson even
lest bis seat as Conservativa MP for Bournameuthi

Iba seandal balpad rather [han bindered, of ceurse, tha cemmercial succass
of Lolita. When GP. Putnam’s Sons brougbt eut an American edition in 1958,
no fawer [han a quartar of a millien copies were seld witbin [he first six waeks,
and by tite mid-Eigittias sales wara 14 miltion copies world-wide4. By [bistime
[be literary reputation of [ha book had also bean lirmly astablisbed thanks te
numereus favorable beoks and articles, and after [be sbift in public viaws of
morality brought abou[ by [he cultural ravolution of tbe Sixtias [he once harca
debate loeked like a sterm in a test-tuba. In the meantima [ha cencentration en
[ha complex s[ructure and stylistic finesse’ of Nabokov’s bast-sellerbad pushed
etbical censiderations so lar inte [be backgreund that David Rampton in 1984
feund it [imely te point out [bat the early

denunciation of Lolita in latters te various jeurnals ... elten express[esl
[hegenuina concera of people wbo cared about literatura. Nabokov’s novel
is net [ha bandbeokfor cbild molestars tbat soma of them [eok it te be, bat
we canbardly be condescending about [heir anxieties’.
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Undar [he impressien of [bepravalent higbbrow revelling in [bediscovary el
ayer mora parodic stmctures and word-games, it must, bowavar, haya escapad bis
netica that ten yaars aarliar Micbael BalI bad already been out [o damonstrate [bat
«[be readerswite hayaa principiad and exclusive cemmitment te eitbar an ‘aastbatic’
era ‘moral’ ratienale fer tbe noval are likely te miss wbat is mest valuabla in it,»’
and [batin 1979 Nomi Tamir-Gbez, in ene of the best analysas of [benovel te date,
bad nel only strassad tbat its «merality ramainad a central issua»4 but itad also
sbown in detail how it comes [bat—te useRampten’s pbrasing— «tite beok enes eu[
br a cendemnatien, adefenca, ajudgment, yat for varjeus reasons it actively
subverts [hajudgmant-making capacity of tbe reader.» (¡984:107).

And, indaed, it is net enly naive readers wbe are likely te be antrapped9
and subjacted te Nabokov’s superior art of subjectificatien,

unwittingly accepting, evan sbaring, [hefeelings of Humbert Humbert, tha
novels narrator and protagonist, [he «maniac», [he «nympbolep[», [he
«sbining axample of moral lcpresy» (in [bewerds of John Ray Jr., tbe fictive
editor of Humbert’s manuscrip[ ...) (Tamir-Ghaz 1979: 65)

Tite bigbly precarieus relationship harabetween ethics and aestbetics is titus
broadly determinad by [beconstitution and assassment of an imaginary subject
—a subjact saemingly privilagad in its sall-creating role as an autebiegrapitical
narrator, yet nevartbalass subjact te tba will and wbims of Nabekev as the autor
of a fictitious biegrapby. And as [bis multipla subjectien (of [be reader, of tite
narrater, of [ha cbaractars in [be narration) can enly bacoma effective in the
raadar’s imaginativa constructien of illusions el «parsens» during [be procass
of raading, it seams necessary at [bis point te enlarge somewbat en [be quastion
of how werds and sentences tum into «persens.» AII [be mere se as, within an
etberwise lully fladgad narrate¡egy, tbis quastion has bardly baen daalt witb. In
deing se 1 will be drawing widely en a systamatic treatment of my ewn publisbad
as aarly as 1978,1<) yat —as Garman has become a cryptic language br scholars
in [ha English-spaaking world— gracefully everleoked even en [hefew occasions

IIen whicb tha subject is breught up.
Wbat has te be statad firs[ of alí is [bat subjectificatien as a text-guided

creation of illusions of parsens is ne[ enly a chiaf precendition br applying
ethical considaratiens te a litarary artefact, but an omniprasent ímpetus within
[bereading of literatura; it cannet be disceuragad evan wben [be textual base is
reduced te amere voice. Andwhat has alse te be faced is [befact [bat [heensuing
illusiens are powerful — so pewerful, indead, [bat [bey may develop a lifa of
[bair own, may moya inte etber disceursas and aven baceme pretagenists of
new literary works. Te bring up [ha name ‘1-lamla[’ will, 1 tbink, sulfica [o
demenstrata [bis peinÉ.
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‘[bus, structuralist raductions el literary cbaracters te mere «actants»
(Graimas 1973), te complexas of action-linkad attributes (Bramond 1973) er
stable linkings batwaan actienal lunctiens and predicatas (Tederov 1973) are
largely deficient, becausa [hay deal enly with part of [hetextual basa of character-
bormation and leave out antirely [he precass within which illusiens el persons
are creatad frem [bis base by [he readar.

It can even be said tbat analytical pesitiens like «‘[be notien of cbaracter,

stmcturalísts weuldsay, is a mytb» (Cullar 1975: 20) or «Undartbe aagis of semiotic
criticism, characters lose [beirprivilege, tbair central status, and thair dafinition»
(Weinsheimer 1979: 195) actually bave as little influance en [ha formation el
illusions of persens in tba precass of reading as [be physicists’ assartion [bat eur
visual axperienca ola «sunset» is a mere delusien. At laast [be physicist can explain
bow sucb a delusion cernes about (even ib ha cannet account br tbe ametional

reactien [hesight of a beautiful sunset may cause), and it saams worth trying [o do
sernetbing similar for [ha fermation of illusions el persens frem a taxt.

As te [he components involyed in [bat illusion-building procass, tbesa are
beth text-basad and readar-based. Furtharmore, [be textual base br tbe craatien
oían illusien ola persen can be extramely narrew — indaed, [he minimum can

be a mere name, or even a personal proneun. What we usually gat, however,
is a grammatical andler samantic linking el lurtiter textual elamants and placas
el information te particular names and proneuns, as is clear in dramatic texts,
but alse in tbc insertion el name tags in narratien. Yat evan wbere [ha linking
is riet claarly maskad en tite textual surface, it generally can ba divined from

[be saman[ic centaxt, becausa a reader can rigbtly assume [bat [bara are no
frae-floating tbeugbts, faelings, u[terances er actions. ‘[bis, bewever, already

brings us te tite reader-basad cempenent of [he illusien-building precess, witicit,
in centrast te [ha semetimes sketcby textual basa, is always vary ricb indaed.
It consists of ne[bing Jass than [be entira cemplex of infermatien about and
cenceptions of ituman subjects er parsens, a cemplex referred te by
psycbelegists werking en intarpersenal parception as ‘implied persenality
[baery.’ 12 Witat is important br [be possiblity of intar-subjactive cemmunication
about literary cbaracters is the fact tbat, altheugb eur individual experiencas
undeubtedly axert influance en eur ‘implied parsonality [haory,’ [bis thaery

is largaly determinad by cultura-beund social steraetypes, pre-fabricated
linkings of pbysical, psycbic and mental qualities with eacb etiter and witb
age, gender, social rolas, class and se bertb. Ibis likawise explains wby [bara

is a special preblam involved in assuming [bat a wide temporal and/or cultural
distance batwaan tha reader and tbe au[her ola literary tax[ is beund te mean
a considerable dilfarance batwaan tite ‘impliadpersenality [heerias’ of reader
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and autitor respectivaly. Hera lies [ha impertanca of cultural studies and social
bistery for an adequate study of charactar bermatien in texts from times and
cultures etber tban our ewn. And tite fact [bat [bara are culture-specific gender-
roles as well as gandered ways ob expariencing and werld-making leads ene
[o expect [bat there are alse gender-spacific types of ‘implied parsonality
tbaery.

As te [he actual procass within which tbe axt-based and reader-basad
cempenents interac[ so as te shapa the illusion of a persen witbin [he psycha ob
[be reader, it first has te be said that tha special natura of [be process resides in
[befact [batit is largely centrollad by [besequential cbaracter of language. What
weare acmaljy dea]ing with isa successive semantie synthesis under Iba guidance
of implied-persenality thaory in [be ceurse el a predeterminad saquantial
parceptien ob a givan taxt. ‘[be lact that sequenca is of the utmest importanca
in [bis casa (and tberalore predeterminad genarally by a cultural cede and, in
particular, by [be autber of a taxt) is borne out by tbe findings of psycbologists
concarning ‘impression bermatien.’ As numereus appropriata tasts haya sbewn,
tbe readar — witb [bebelp of bis implied-persenality tbeery, especially [be social
stareetypas 1 bave mentienad — will already haya formad a bar more complete

illusien of a character at [helirst occurrance of [he scantiest bits ob infermation
in the saquential perceptien of [be [ext tban [bat information actually varifias.
‘[bis explains [he se-callad ‘primacy ellect’, [be fact [bat [be sequance in wbich
a given numbar ob bits of infermatien abeut a person is provided bears
substantially en [be value at[ributed te tbem, with tba initial inforination being
of highes[ impertancein 88 parcent of Ml cases.4 Ib,howayar, a previous warning
is given concerning [be dangers oían alí-teo rasb judgmant, this primacy effact
can be reduced or even raversed into a ‘racancy effact’ 5 And as pertinant
investiga[ions bave sbewn, tite relativa impertanca of [be primacy efbact is also
dapandant en [be se-callad cognitive cemplaxity ob [hejudging parson: [bat is,
en [be readar’s capacity te work wfth a difberentiated set of catagories and [bus
deal constructively witit apparent inconsistencias or avan contradictiens.

‘[bis ability becomas el beigbtened importance wban, in [be precass of
readingen, bunhar bits of inlormatien bava te be accommodated, because [bese
haya te be linked net enly witb [be pravieus enes but witb tbe total illusien ob
[be persen already formad. In tbe case of an unradeemable cenflicí it is tbe
later bits of information [batare generally aliminatad or disceuntad, ‘~ unless tite

circums[ancas presentad and tite raader’s implied-personality tbeory allew br
[be assumptien [bat [be imaginad parsen’s character has cbanged. As is well
knewn, [bislatíar precadura, witicb is medalled en [henetien ob a persen’s ability
[o ‘davelop’, bas become [he structural backbone of tite se-callad
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‘Bildungsreman’. And we will seon sea [bat ene ob Iba fundamental
disagraaments ameng critics conceming Nabokov’s Lolita hingas en the questien
ob wbether Humbert fiumbart is abla te changa — witb gendar presumably being
a decisiva lacter in [be disagreament.

What naads stressing here is [be lact tbat an assessment of Iba pessibility
elsynthasizing disparate bits of infermatien abeul literary charactars dapends
at leasí as much, or even mere, en [ha reader’s impliad-persenality tbeory as
en Iba natura of tbe textual infermation. Ib, fer exampla, soma critics speak
ob a fragmentation el character er even el [be deconstruction el [be subject
in [he nouveau roman er soma pestmedarn novels, it bas te be said [bat witb
a ‘weak’ persenality concept such as titat presentad in Goffman’s titaery of
roles (Goffman 1959) a synthesis is still quite pessible. Betb in [haconstructien
of other ‘salvas’ in [he libe-world and of illusions ob parsons formad during
the reading-process, our implied-parsonality tbaory is central. It determines
[he degree ob ‘unity’ and [he kind of idantiíy raquirad bor a plausible
‘cbaracter’. Wbat graatly halps in ferming an illusien of personal idantity
are, ob ceurse, alí kinds ob recurrances in a text [bat are linked te a particular
nama, er te a personal proneun as substituta fer a nama. These recurrencas
are, indeed, so important [bat Jacques Lacan, in bis textual modal ob [behuman
psycbe, has defined personal idantity as compulsery rapatition. And it is
[base observad recurrences [bat enceuraga us te risk predictiens during [be
process ob reading whicb may or may net be confirmad — and [bus are a seurce
of [ha kind ob tension tbat makes us read en.

What bollows brem alí [bis is [bat [be netion ob a literary character can be
dabinad as Iba result of a process ob illusion-building geing en during tbe
succassive perceptien of textual sagmants. ‘[bus it is decisiye wberethis process
comes te an and, and it makes sense tespaak of a literarycbaractar as [heillusien
ob a parson [bat has been formad al [he and of [be raading of an antire taxI,
assuming tbat alí ralevaní bitsob infermation haya been noticed and integratad.
‘[bat [bis is no more Iban an assumptien becomes clear, howaver, wben, in a
ranewed reading ob Iba sama taxt, sucb an illusion in praclice síarts cbanging
again: new details are noticed, new links astablisbed, a new syntbesis is created
en acceuní ob an implied-parsonali[y theory [bat has cbanged ayer se slightly
undar tbe influence el [heraader’s lifa-experiance. ‘[bis acceunís bor ayer new,
or at laast sligbtly difbarení views ob [be «sama» literary charactars in varieus
interpretatiens of [he sama textual surbace.

Tbere are, bowever, íwe ways ob building illusions of parsens lrem tax[s
tbat are assantially dibberent. Ona eitber s[icks te [ha sequanca in which pertinant
bits of information are previdad in [he taxI by [he auther, or ene deas net. Wbat
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fellews from alí [bat has been said about [ha importance of sequence for
impression fermatien, is [bat ene will in ei[har casebe unaveidably daaling witb
quite dilfarant illusions of persens. ‘[bus, in ordar te bave an ayer se pracarieus
cernmon ‘ebjact’ of rabarence in [be study of literary citaracters at alí, it saams
necassary tes[ick te and givebaigbtanad atíantien te [be saquence of infermation
[bat guidas Iba precass ebillusien-building. Al laast, [bis is [haenly way te give
credit te [be spacilicity of character bormatien in a particular litarary taxI. Por
ib ene selecís bits of informatien partinení tetbe illusien ob aperson brom various
segmen[s ob a tax and arranges tbem according te, say, a Freudian modal ob
persenality, many quite different imaginary parsens wiil ineviíabiy Jeok quite
similar, will subfar lrem [be sama ebsassions, be determinad by [be sama
complexas, andso forth. Tite specifacity —or individuality— of litarary cbaractars
can only be adequataly preservad in a critical paradigm [bat seas ítem net as
complexas ob atíributes buí as processual probiles formad en tha basis of a
sequenca ob percaption el textual details.

Tbis dees net, bewevar, selva [be problem of [he plurality of implied
personality [beories applied by dibberant raadars and critics. It is obvious [bat
critics will agree in [hair assessmant ola litarary cbaracter ib Ibair impliad-
personality tbaery is a[ least reugitly [be sama —. and tbat [bey will disagree ib
[bis is not tbe case. Nel so rnucb bacause tbey apply tite sama criteria in [bair
judgrnenl, buí mainly becausa [bey bava alraady formad [beillusion ob a persen
in a similar or dissimilar way. Tbey are acíually talking abeul difberent
‘cbaractars’. fiow [bis partains te [be critical viaws of Nabokov’s Lolita and
how gendar [bara comes inte play we will soen sae.

As already mentionad, [bisnovel is asplendid example of litarary subjugatien
in [erms of bo[h subjectilication and subjugatien. Nabokov, [ha master ob botb,
receunts in bis abtarword te Lolita bew ita got [be idea ber [be novel:

[beinitial shiver of inspiration was somehow prompted by anewspapar
stery abou[ an apa in [beJardin des Plantes wbo, after menths of coaxing
by a scientist, produced [befirs[ drawing ayer charcoalad by an animal:

‘9tbis sketcb showed tha bars of te peor creature’s cage.

Out ob [bis idea [bara finally devaloped a bictitious autebiograpby
damenstrating [be existential imprisonmaní of man and Iba pessibility ob
becoming aware ob ibis situation by raprasenting it in a werk of art. Wbat we
are inascapably cagad in is time, and Iba bars ob Ibis cage censist —te use Brian
Beyd’s tarms— ofita «irreíriavability of [be past, [be insatiabiiity of [bepresant,
and [be unforasaeability ob [be futura.» (Beyd 1991: 237-238) ‘[o turn [his
philosepbical stance into narratien, Nabekov bad lo subject bis protagenisí te
a mere concrete imprisonmení, a perversa sexual obsessien witb girl-cbildren
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and a benign ebsassion witb language. Ib [be birst makas bim an ebnexieus
child molestar and acceunís for [be ethical strictures en [he novel, [be sacond
enables bim te draw a bigbly artistie pictura ob bis cage and explains tbe
aasíbe[ic appeal ob [be novel Lo/ita. And in ordar te link [ha twe ebsessiens,
Nabokev in 1-tumban Humbert creates a litarary charactar who comes te tite
latter threugh [be formar, who finds bis role as an artist only in consaquenca
of Ébe sulfaring bis precarious sexual obsassien has inflicted en ethers, but
also en bimselb. Ibus, [ha Ii[erary work el art has te be linkad te bis «real»
lila as closely as pessiblc and te take [be sbapa of an artistically written
auíobiegrapby. And te make sure that [bis linkage remains assantial [o the and,
this werk of art cannet be publisbed so longas it migbt pessibly burt Iba main
victim ob the perversa ebsession that determines [ha artist’s libe, and even [ben
enly under a psaudenym. Te complete [his fictien Nabokev axpressly previdas
an editor; and an[icipating Iba debate abeut [he primacy ob athical or aasthetic
censideratiens bis noval was beund te cause, especially attacks brem tba
dabanders ob etbics, ha íurns Ibis editor inte a psycbelegical expert en
parversiens whe presan[s tba beek as a scientilic «case histery» and a «werk
ob art,» but aboye alí as a warning for «parents, social werkers, aducaters,»
because «still mora important te us Iban sciantibic signibicance and liíerary
werth, is [be etbical impact [bebeek sbould bava en tba serious readar.»” Toe
bad, tbough, [bat bis pieus presa brings te mmd [he pernegrapbic works
disguisad as «case bisteries» thai wara quita prevalent in [ha Fiflies. «John
Ray, Jr., Pb.D.,» is [bus turnad inte a parody, and — in spita of bis name — dees
not threw mucb ligbt en wbat fellows. He even cbangas [be titía ob fiumbert
Humbart’s libe stery brem «Lelita, or Iba Conlessien of a Wbita Widewed
Mala» te «Lolita,» ihus occluding tbe fact tbat Iba book is ah aboní Humbert
Humbert — and abeut Lelita only insefar as she is imperlant br bu.

‘[bis must be se becausa, once Nabokov has crealed his autobiograpbical
narralor, he leavas [beenlira alling eb[be tale lo bu, whe subjects aB Iba etbar
cbaracters, including hirnselb as a narratea, te bis ewn subjective view and bis
artistie abiliíy at subjectificatien. Ibis ability includes, ob ceursa, a dalibarate
shaping ob bis lila story and a subjectien el alí and evarytbing be telis te [ha
censíraints of a chosen textual genra. It seen bacomes avident, [beugb, [bat
fiumbaríalíamates batwaan sevaral genres and avan addrassas saveral audiences.
Accerding te bis ewn [itía, he presants bis autebiegraphical tale botb as a leve
story and as a cenlession, and [be very lirst ¡mas ob bis narration bear [bis eut.
Yaí immadiately abtar [bis be rabas te bimsalb as a writer («Yen can always
count en a murderar fer a bancy presa styla»’) and additionally as a criminal
plaading babera a jury. Ib wa add [bat bis prasanlatien ~ater also becemes a
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detective story, wa survay [be wbole range of bis at least parlly cenblicting roles
as a narrator. Wriling a confession, be bas lo be tetally open and absolutaly
lrutblul in ordar te gain tite absolutien of bimself and [ha reader; in tite leve
story he itas aboye alí te cenvince bis Lolita and [ha reader el Iba genuinaness
and everwbalming powar el bis leve by an ecstatic and romanlic rendaring; as
[he submitter of a legal plea be has te be caralul, selectiva and rbatorically
persuasiva in erdar te balp bis case bafore tba jury; in bis autebiegrapby of an
artist ita has te prova bis aesthetic sansitivity and aboye alí te demenstrate bis
[alent tecenvinca [he reader; andbinally, in [he detective stery be itas te display
[bepowar ob bis imaginalien in constructing a maze, and bis legical and intuitive
abiliíy te find a way eut. Censequantly, Humbert Iba narratee. baing subjacled
te [bese varying disceurses, has te appaar in dibberent roles: in [be cenbessien,
as someone turning from a brava and caralass sinnar inte a raspensible and
remorsebul moral subject; in tha leve stery, as someene transportad by tba healing
power ob leve frem agetistical lustbulnass te a selfless caring fer Iba otiter; in
[be court plea, as somaene cbanging lrem a sly criminal, presenting bimselbas
a victim ob libe, demenic pewers and sociely, te arepentant sinner accapting just
punisbment; in [be autebiegraphy ob an artist, as semeona wbe discevars that
[betrna lleid in wbicb te ¡iva eut bis bantasies witbout burting otbers is nol libe,
bu[ art; and, in tite detectiva stery, as somaene whe, [brougb axperience, has te
learn thaI both lifes tangía and its unravelling are determinad by an inserutable
agancy, paredisíically callad «McFate.»

Lolita, Iba literary charactar figuring axclusively in tbe tille el Nabekov’s
noval, is subjected even more le [bese narrational brames, bacause sbe itas te
lake roles [batare determinad by [bese cbosan br Iba narralee Humbart fiumbert.
Witbin Iba conbessien, it bas te be ravealed [bat site is net the brasit, insensitiva
American yeungsíer site saems tobe, buí a quite sensitiva, treubled and remantic
girí who íums inte a respensible and somewbat dejecled yeung woman; in [be
leve slery, sba citangas from an alluring lust-objact te ratber common, yaí
itepalessly beloved, selb-datermined olbar; in Iba plea, sbe figures birsí as a
demenic young seductrass victimizing Humberí and Iban as a victim ob an
agotistical maniac wbo bmtally deprives bar el pan of bar childboed; in Iba
artis[’s autobiography, she has te play [ha muse, [be energizing ferca enabling
fiumbert [o create a werk ob art [bat will immertalize bar and bis leve len bar;
and binally, in [he detective s[ory, sba operatas as an agent of fata, cressing
Humbert’s inlentiens and launciting bim en an axaspera[ed searcb bor barselb
and bis rival Quilty.

‘[bis Quilty, Lolita’s me[ber Cbarleíte fiaze, and Humberls first leve, [he
girl-cbild Annabel, are Iba only etber literary cbaracíers of neta in ihe novel,
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and tbey are avan mora subjectad te bunclienal roles in [bedesigns ob [benarraler
and autber. Te startchrenelogically witb Annabel: sbe figuras in Iba conbessien
as a mamery ob a you[hful battar seil, in Iba leve stery as an emblem of ecsta[ic
and perfect leve latan te be suparseded by Lelita, and in [be plea as a damenie
girl-cbild latebully engandering bis obsession with nympbets. Charlotte Haza,
in [be confessien, appaars as an unfontunata, ratban tasteless and bepelessly
romantic American bourgeoise weman whe balís aasy pray te Iba axetic cbanm
ob [ha sinisíar Furepean pervart; in [be leve steny, sbe is both unwitting maans
ami obstada te tite unrebermed Humbarí’s lusí; and in ihe pica, sba is an
egetisticalmether unawane of [hecharm ami naads of bar exasperating daughtar.

Ib Charlotte appaars as a pradictable penson witb no mystary, Humbert’s
rival Quilty is alí Iba mereextravagant aud mystenious. Tbe only time he bacemas
trnly visible is wban be is baing brutally murdened by Humbart and ihus nemoved
frern [ha stery. In Iba conbessien, as an even mene obnoxieus perverí he has te
assuma tba íhanklass roía ob deuble, rapresenting the dark sida ob Hurnbart’s
selb— tbis has tobeextinguished; in [be leve síery, be embedies [be bateful rival
wbe firsí robs fiumbaní ob bis leve object, and ¡atar turus out te haya mistreatad
tite Lolita Humbart than probassas te truly leve; Iharabera, amI bacause Lelita
still tovas bim mora than bimselb, fiumbart has le punish and rameve bim; in
[beplea, Quilty figures as an avan worsa panvert [han Humbart, mene dangeneus
becauso unrapentan[, so [bereformad fiumberttbinks be has done seciety a favor
by kiuing bim aleng wiíb bis vica; in tite arlisí’s auíobiegrapby, Quilty is again
fiumbert’s deubla, witb an invarse development from a gifted dramatist te
pomograpbic film maker who dissipates bis talení in dmgsand debauchery; and
in tite detective stery, be is Humbert’s lease, sadisíically exploiting bis rival’s
waaknesses in taking binsí [be reía of Iba detective, and [ben íbat ob [be buntad
criminal.

II alt Ibis saamste beareut [hasíructuralisí cententien tital literary cbaracíars
are aboye alí functions of pleís and pattams of ganre, witb Lolita it has te be
kept in mmd [bat [he situatien bas baen revarsed. AH Iba genres mentiened,
along wiíh tite cbaracters in [bern, are íhemsalves creations of Humbarí Iba
narrater, a litenary cbaracíer. And as [bis artistically taleníad nanrater gives [ha
characters sevaral roles simultaneeusly, a dilberant ene ben eacb ganre, [bey
appear as persons in [bair own nigb[, transcending [be narrow perspectiva and
limitad functien enforced by any single narrational Irame. The narraton ob Lo/ita
tbus preves te be a master of subjac[ification, in ragard no[ only te himsalb as a
narratee, but also lo [be othar majen cbaractars.

WhaI itas síjil lo be sitewn, bowavar, is bew Ibis subjectibication in Ibis
novel works in detail; and, ramambening [be importance altributed le
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imprassien-fermatien in my [heeretical excunsus, 1 will cbeose as an example
[be way in which inlonmation abeul Humbert Humbert is successivaly ebbered
at [be very beginning ob [he boek. Tbe initial view ob [be pretagonisí is an
outside ene, previdad by [he fictitious editen of bis autebiognapby. What be
birst discleses is [bat «Humberí fiumbert» is a pseudenym and [bat [be «real»
parson biding behind it died ob a beart diseasa a bew days babera bis ceurt
[nial. ‘[bus we are ebvieusly daaling with somaene suspecíed ob acrime; but
as [be man is dead, de mortuis nihil nisi bene. We [ben lean [bat [be deceased
must bave been íbinking of deaíh, bacause be bad drawn up a will, and be
musí haya been eagen te gat bis manuscript posíhumeusly pninted, because
be expressly antitíed bis lawyer te lake cara ob íbis. ‘[ben it is suggested íhat
Iba informant may haya bean citesen as an editor bacausa he recently had
raceived a pnize len a book ob bis ewn «wbanein certain merbid states and
pervarsiens had been discussed,»” and we may tbus expact similar things te
be disclesad in «Humbent Humbert»’s tale. Nexí, [be editor assants tha[ be
has not been tamparing witb tbe manuscripí, excepí te cerrect what be calís
«ebvious solecisms,» and doing wbat [be «author» already bad triad te de:
[bat is, deleting ebvious relerencas te still-living parsons. FromIbis we may
assume thaI we will be dealing witb a somewbat capricieus writer, and [hat
what be bas wniííen is clesely linkad witb bis «real» libe. ‘[bis is suppor[ad
by buntban informatien abeul [he changing of names in be beek, and wa laarn
[bat tbe enly «real» nama preservad is Iba binst name of tba hereine, because
Ibis is «toe closely interwound with Iba inmost fiben ob Iba beok te allow ene

23
le altar it.»

Tha[ we are daaling witb a beok wnilten by a «real» criminal is asserted in
[ha ramark thaI nelerences te bis crime exist in tha papens; and thaI [bis bock
musí be ob an autebiograpbical natura we can infer lrom [ha lact [bat [he editor
leanned brem it Iba «cause and purpesa» ob [ha crime. ‘[be autbanticity of [be
autobiognapby is then stnessed by tite editen’s disclesura ob [ha bur[ben bate el
[ha «real» people behind Iba pseudenyms in tha boek, and Ihe neaden cannot
know al [bis poiní [bat tbe ‘Mrs. «Ricbard F. Schiller,e’ wbo «died in cbildbad,
giving birth [ea stillbern girí, en Chnislmas Day 1952» 24 is no other [ban Lelita,
and [hal [he biography «My Cua» by «Vivian Dankb!eem» most pnebably deals
wiíh «Q» en Quilty, [be dnamatist wbem Humbert Humbart bas murdered and
with wbern [ha biegnapban bad previously cellaborated.2> Tha additional
conundrum Ibat «Vivian Darkbleom» is an anagram ob «Viadimin Nabokev,»
wito 15 indead abeul tepnesant tite readar witit bis own kindel «de,» tbe tangía
ob narrativa tbreads in Ibis novel, is an extra billip wbicb Nabekov bans would
nol like te rniss but wbicb mona sobar critics objact [o.



34 Jzlerbert Grabes

‘[e retum te disclesunas about Humbent Humbent: we are [oíd in advance
thaI bis boek centains no obscena Ierms, and [bat [he «aphnodisiac» scenes in it

are «stnic[ly functienal enes in Iba development ob a Inagic tale tanding
unswervingly te notbing less Iban a moral apetheosis.»2’ Ihus we receive an
axculpating intenpnata[ien of [be tale avan babera wa get te it, and [be subsaquant
assertien of [ha expení en parversiens [bat «12% el American adult males» sbane
Iba perversa leanings of [be autobiegrapher, and thaI [bara would bava been «no

disaster» ib be bad sean a psychepatholegisí in time, rathen increases our suspicien
that wa are in bor a semewbaí smutty boek.

Te ceunten [bis impnassion, the editor Iban birst stresses Iba privilege ob a werk

of art te «coma as a sbecking sunpnise,» ebvieusly implying [bat we ana dealing
witb art in tbe presant case, babera he starts marcilessly te deneunce i[s maker:

No deubt, be is horrible, be is abject, he is a sbining example ef moral
leprosy, a mixture of ferocity and jecularity thaI betrays suprema miseny
perbaps, but is not conducive te attractiveness. 1-le is pondereusly capricious.
Many of bis casual epiniens en the peeple and scanery of Ihis ceun[ry are
ludicreus. A desperate honesty [battbrobs tbreugb bis cenfessien does net
abselve him from sins of diabelical cunning. Ha is abnermal. He is not a
gentíeman. Buí bow magically bis singing vielin can conjure up a tendresse,
a compassion fon Lolita [bat makes us entranced witb tha beok while
abhenring i[s au[hor.”

Tbis seenis te be pnetty complete, and it is ben the readar te decide whetbar

be neally wants [o bacoma acquainted witb [be tune ob a vielin-playing menster.
He has in any case bean warned, and thesa wbo bave decided [bey want lo bear
it are subsequaníly absolved frem being Irivoleus in Iheir aestbeticism and aven

fnem being themsalvas morally depravad in [beir prurient curiesity; fer Iba value
ob [be boek, the editor ampbasizas, lies in its «elbical impací,» its capacity te
point eut «dangereus trands» and «petent avils» te alí angagad in [ha task el
«bringing up a better generation in a beltar world.»28

We need ge only a few pagas into fiumbarl’s tale te sea tbat be at leasí did
net star[ bis life as tbe monsíer Ihe editor pain[s us. Af[ar such an initial
condemnation [bara can coma enly a positiva surprise, and we begin te wendar

wbetber Iba editor is a reliable guide. Even ib, during [be subsequení racounting
ob fiumbert’s [awdry sexual experiances as a young man and of [ha cruel behavier
towards bis finst wife, mere shadews are cas[ en bis cbaracter —particularly owing

le bis increasing obsessien witbcartain ginl-cbildren insanely beid te be damonic—
what seams te count more is Iba fact that in [he art ob pnesenting bis case we
gain [be imprassion [bat —te taka up ha editor’s cliché matapbor— he has nel

only a violin al bis dispesal bu[ alí tbe varieus instruments of a wbele oncbestra,
íncluding [ha paredic acboing abbac[s ob electronic music. Ranging brom [he
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intensely lyrical innovatien ob Lolita at [be vany beginning, tbneugb Iba sensitiva
randening ob bis lirst tryst wiíb Annabel, te Iba ironical pentrayal el bis aunt

Sybil and [be vicieus cynicism in bis dapictien of Valenia, he stuns tbe reader
eneugb te almost forgive him evanytbing.

Almost. Because [bis tamponary suspensien of moral judgmant ber punely

aasíhetic raasons canbe sean as enly pan of a largar strategy chesen by Nabokov.

‘[e quela Leona Token: «Lo/ita produces a catbantic effect. It lulís us mío Long
spans of sympatby fon Humbaní and tban punisbes us ben oun temporary

suspansien of judgment....29» Ibis staement, bewever, implias [bat, later en,
witb Iba gradual disclesure ob tbe destructivanass el Humbert’s padepbilia, of

[he sulbeyings inflicted en Lelita and Iba cruel munder el Quilty, Ibis sympatby
binally vanisbas and is nel evan revivad by bis prebessad betíermení aud remense,
bacausa it doas not appear autbentic.

It is pracisaly bara, [bat wa bave te nemind eursalvas of tba impertanca[bat
a raaden’s and critic’s implied-persenaliíy tbeory has ber [he imaginary
constructien of li[erary cbanacters andbor Ibeir assassment. As bas baen peinted
ouí, [becasting el [benarratee Humbart Humbentand ob Lelita witbin Iba varieus
genras cbesen by Iba narrater always implies a change — Iba mes[ important ene
baing [bat of Humbert Humbart bimselb, bacause wi[bout it be weuld nel haya
written Iba boek al alí. And, brem Lienel Trilling’s eanly assay (1958) en Lolita

enwards, most critics flava granted tbe protagonist bis prelassad escape brom
[he prison of bis perversa obsassion tbneugb [be pewer of leve, and [ha growth
of bis ansuing ramorse míe an arlisíic randening ob bis plight and an attempt te
[bus immontalize Lolila. Commenting en Iba scana in wbich Rumben Rumban,
binally confrontad with a grewn-up, pnegnant Lelita, «hepelessly wern at
seventaen»~ and anytiting but a nymphat, discovers [bat be still leves bar and
always will, Nemi Tamir-Ghaz (1979: 82) [bus pbrasas the commen neaction:

Sean thaI way for [he firsí time — without bis jesting pese, suffaring fon Ihe
pain ha had inflicted en he girí, and raalizing tbat bis leve transcends bis
passion, Humbert al last wins us ovar, as [be autbor in[ends bim te.

Soma cnitics in mere necant ciesa readings ob [he novel bave, howeven,
gatbered avidenca bor Iba viaw Ibal «in Irutb» Rumben Rumben nevar escapas
bis cage. Renata fief (1984: 163-164) bas pointed euí [batbe ramains an unreliable
nanrator [elba vary end, nevar giving up bis illusien el Iba existence ob nymphets
and [busbolding en te [be vary seurce ob bis ebsassion. ‘[bus Ihe tale ob bis moral
betterment and Iba «napanatien» ob [ha damage done witbin [he demain of art
haya alse te be sean as conventienal sínategias ob nanratien te wbicit [he unwany
readar balís prey. Rumben Humbart, in [bis viaw, Iunns otil lo be a comic hero
wbese powar te deceiva at [beend is ironically turnad against bimselb.
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Ib tbk alterad view ob [hapretagonist leads te a menecomical raading of tbe
book, Leona ‘[okar, wbe also does nel beliave in Humbart’s cenversien, raads
it en amena Inagic nota. Starting fnomCbristinaTakiner’s (1979) discovery thai
iba time scbame towands tbe end of [be noval may nol raally work in tanms ob
raalistic plausibiliíy, sbe prasenís iba view thai betb Rumben Humberi’s final
maating witb Lolita at Cealmont and bis munden ob Quilty nevar bappened buí
are a mene fiction, awish-lulbilmeni ob Iba narrater. In imagining iba birst scane
ha is merely axpressing bis desire te ralum te normality se thai «[be raaden’s
impulse te axonarate Iba ‘1’ of a cenbassional narrativa can new be indulged
almosí wiíb impunity» (‘[okar 1989: 221); in iba second scene, be is expressing
bis desire te rid bimself ob [be dankar sida el himself by imagining [be mundar
of bis deubla, wbeneby [be deíails ob [be depiction el ibis murder atíesí te bis
unredeemed crnalty. And ah [bis is wniíten dewn by a flumbert Humbart wbe
is in custody nel len ihe murder ob Quilíy buí for bis abuse of Lolita, a narraler
who is «a psaudo-artist wbo ... uses imagination as a substituta ben libe natber
[ban as parl of it» (ibid.).

Wiíhou[ going hito detailad assassment ob [ha textual evidance, it can be
said thai witb a wriíar lika Nabekev ene can always assume thaI [be taxIs be
previdas allow br several gamas en tbe pant of Iba reader. Precisaly because
tbk is so, bowaver, [ha constructien of Iba illusien of persens brem textual
evidenca by [be readen dapends evan mona en bar or bis impliad-personality
tbeeny. fiew mucb evidence de wa naed lo believa that a parson bas changad?
As te Humbart, evan Rob agraes wi[h Tamin-Gbez ibal be «at Iba end of the
narrativa al ¡así gives up [he cynicism undarlying bis nbetoric, and bis tena
becomes mora sincere» (1984: 151), but she [han geas ente say tbat Ibis ceuld
be just anoíhar strategy of a íhoneugbly irenical narrater. Fer bar, it is almost
impessible te balieve[bat someene whem we bava observad te use no[bing but
stratagies has bacoma authantic. For Token, fiumben’s «penitant narraiing veica»
(1989: 211) isa mere expression ob [ha wisb ben areturn te normality, a ratunn
that comes about neilber in bis own case —aven in pnison ha pnafars «Chi/dren s

Encyclopedia (wiíb soma tice pbetograpbs of sunsbine-hairad Girí Scouts in

sborts)V’ te [he Bible en a set of Dickens— nor in [bat ob Lolita, whom tbe
aulber will haya te let die in cbildbirth because «fiumberí has led Dolly toe bar
astray te allow bar a sabe ratum te normality» (Tekar 1989: 223).

It may seem somewbat vicious te commenten ibis by referring te tbe inenical
trealmení of pracisaly iba assumptien [bat chanactars haya te be consistení and
canne[ change — in [he vary sama chapter in whicb Humbert racaivas Lolitas
let[er, wbene wa read [bat «Any deviation in [be bates wa flava ordained would
sírike us as nel only anomaleus buí unatbical.»~ Ami 1 weuld aven dare ask
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wbether it is sbaar ceincidence [bat[becriiics wbe mest radically deubí Humhert’s
change bor iba beiter and wbo reduce iba cbapters ob tbe boek thaI deal with ibis
changa te tba laval of mere imagination and wisblul tbinking are women. Ceníd
it be [bat thare is also soma elemaní ob wisbful tbinking involved? Ceuld it be
thai [beir evident solidarity with Dolly Raza makes [bern sea te it íbat Rumbert

tba Terrible is nol lat elb toe aasily as a reformad and rapantanísinner? Nel thaI
Rob’s en Toker’s viaws can in any way be equated wi[b Iba earliar meralistic
readings of [benoval whicbNabekov se dacidadly resisted. Betb in fact opt ber
an evenalí aesibetic evaluation, with Hef stnassing [be comical albecí broughí
about by [be insigbt mio [be ahsurdity of pervensien, and Tekar [be caíitartic
elbecí of its meretragic consequences. Yet it may be avan mora íelling thai they
botb deneunce as naive Iba raader’s inclinatien te graní tba dying and pnebessedly
rapentaní cbild-molester-tunnad-autebiograpbical-artist any credibiliIy al alí. Is
wbat we bara enceuntan indead a gandared viaw (including my own mala inonical
stance tewards it)?

Returning te Nabokev’s «inilial sbiver of inspiration»” br tbe boek, Iba
sketcbing ob Iba bars of bis cage did net maka tba apa escape brom [bis cage. It
manaly showed thaI ita was able lo transfigure bis pradicamaní into acruda wonk
of art. As lar as fiumberí Humbert, [be parvart, is concenned, it is simply a
question of wbetber [be bars of bis mental cage - bis ehsession witb nympbeís
- are beld tebe as inflexible as [beiron enes Ibat impni sonad [he apa or wbetbar
[bey may bend te tbe pewer ob leve. As bar as [be ability te transfigure bis own
predicament míe a werk ob art is concemad, Humbart’s autobiograpbícal tale
prevides ample proeb thaI bis role as an artist is nol fakad. And Iba continuing
pepularity ob Lolita also preves that bis creator Nabokov granted bim [he
bulbilímení ob bis last wisb: te escape tite largar cage of timeby íaking refuge in

art. For bo[b be and Lelita as liíenary cbaractars are every bit as alive as any
remambarad «real» cbaracters can be.

NOTES
Cf. Ror[y (1989) and Shustarman (1992).

2 Cf. Nussbaurn (1990).
Boyd (1991), 378.
Beyd (1991), 387.
Sae Tamir-Chez (1979), 65.

6 Ramplon (1984), 103.
EclI (1974), 184.
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«Therhetoric of Lolita is the rhetoric of readerentrapment ...» Teker(1989: 199).
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Cf. e.g. Rimmen-Kenan (1983), 59-70.
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