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Lolita by Viktor Nabokov 

About This Book 
The questions, discussion topics, author biography, and excerpt that follow are designed to enhance your group's reading of Vladimir Nabokov's 
Lolita. We hope they will provide you with ways of looking at-and talking about-a novel that has become a permanent part of the American 
literary canon, and indeed of the American language, without losing its capacity to dazzle, baffle, and at times shock the unwary reader.  
 
The shocks that Lolita delivers are not solely moral ones. Humbert Humbert kidnaps and seduces (if not rapes) his fourteen-year-old 
stepdaughter, Dolores Haze; estranges his victim from her family and friends and robs her of her childhood; plots one murder and successfully 
carries out another. The morality of these events is never in doubt. What is in doubt is how much of Humbert's version of these events--and how 
much of Humbert himself--we can believe. For just as Nabokov's preeningly perverse narrator wraps a straitjacket of deception around Charlotte 
and Dolores Haze only to find himself duped in turn, so readers of Lolita discover that nothing in this book is quite what it at first seems to be. 
Coincidences coincide once too often; fate (or, as Humbert would have it, "McFate") obtrudes a shade too obtrusively; the border between 
memory and imagination, fact and fabulation, is crossed and recrossed until those categories come to look like the most fragile semantic 
conceits. Finally, Lolita's plot is unmasked as a "plot" of another sort, a game played by an author whose powers of control are so awesome that 
they seem to extend beyond the page, leaving us with the uncomfortable sensation that we are not just Nabokov's readers, but his characters.   
 
Discussion Questions 
1. Lolita begins with an earnest foreword, purportedly written by one John Ray, Jr., Ph.D., author of Do the Senses Make Sense? (whose 
initials-- "J.R., Jr."-- echo as suspiciously as "Humbert Humbert"). Why might Nabokov have chosen to frame his novel in this fashion? What is 
the effect of knowing that the narrative's three main characters are already dead--and, in a sense, nonexistent, since their names have been 
changed?  
 
2. Why might Nabokov have chosen to name his protagonist "Humbert Humbert"? Does the name's parodic double rumble end up distancing us 
from its owner's depravity? Is it harder to take evil seriously when it goes under an outlandish name? What uses, comic and poetic, does 
Nabokov make of this name in the course of Lolita?  
 
3. Humbert's confession is written in an extraordinary language. It is by turns colloquial and archaic, erudite and stilted, florid and sardonic. It is 
studded with French expressions, puns in several other languages, and allusions to authors from Petrarch to Joyce. Is this language merely an 
extension of Nabokov's own--which the critic Michael Wood describes as "a fabulous, freaky, singing, acrobatic, unheard-of English" (Michael 
Wood, The Magician's Doubts: Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995, p. 5.) --or is Humbert's language 
appropriate to his circumstances and motives? In what way does it obfuscate as much as it reveals? And if Humbert's prose is indeed a veil, at 
what points is this veil lifted and what do we glimpse behind it?  
 
4. Humbert attributes his pedophilia (or "nympholepsy") to his tragically aborted childhood romance with Annabel Leigh. How far can we trust 
this explanation? How do we reconcile Humbert's reliance on the Freudian theory of psychic trauma with his corrosive disdain for psychiatrists?  
 
5. In the early stages of his obsession Humbert sees Lolita merely as a new incarnation of Annabel, even making love to her on different 
beaches as he tries to symbolically consummate his earlier passion. In what other ways does Humbert remain a prisoner of the past? Does he 
ever succeed in escaping it? Why is Lolita singularly impervious to the past, to the extent that she can even shrug off the abuse inflicted on her 
by both Humbert and Quilty?  
 
6. How does Humbert's marriage to Valeria foreshadow his relationships with both Charlotte and Lolita? How does the revelation of Valeria's 
infidelity prepare us for Lolita's elopement with Quilty? Why does Humbert respond so differently to these betrayals?  
 
7. On page 31 we encounter the first of the "dazzling coincidences" that illuminate Lolita like flashes of lightning (or perhaps stage lightning), 
when Humbert flips through a copy of Who's Who in the Limelight in the prison library. What is the significance of each of the entries for "Roland 
Pym," "Clare Quilty," and "Dolores Quine." In what ways do their names, biographies, and credits prefigure the novel's subsequent 
developments? Who is the mysterious "Vivian Darkbloom," whose name is an anagram for "Vladimir Nabokov"? Where else in Lolita does 
Nabokov provide us with imaginary texts that seem to lend verisimilitude to Humbert's narrative and at the same time make us question the 
factuality of the world in which it is set?  
 
8. Humbert Humbert is an imigrant. Not only has he left Europe for America, but in the course of Lolita he becomes an erotic refugee, fleeing the 
stability of Ramsdale and Beardsley for a life in motel rooms and highway rest stops. How does this fact shape his responses to the book's other 
characters and their responses to him? To what extent is the America of Lolita an exile's America? In what ways is Humbert's foreignness a 
corollary of his perversion? Is it possible to see Lolita as Nabokov's veiled meditation on his own exile?  
 
9. We also learn that Humbert is mad--mad enough, at least, to have been committed to several mental institutions, where he took great 
pleasure in misleading his psychiatrists. Is Humbert's madness an aspect of his sexual deviance or is it something more fundamental? Can we 
trust a story told by an insane narrator? What is Humbert's kinship with the "mad" narrators of such works as Dostoyevsky's Notes from 
Underground and Gogol's Diary of a Madman?  
 
10. What makes Charlotte Haze so repugnant to Humbert? Does the author appear to share Humbert's antagonism? Does he ever seem to 
criticize it? In what ways does Charlotte embody the Russian word poshlust which Nabokov translated as "not only the obviously trashy but also 
the falsely important, the falsely beautiful, the falsely clever, the falsely attractive?" (Cited by Alfred Appel, Jr., in The Annotated Lolita. New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1970, pp. xlix-1.)  
 
11. To describe Lolita and other alluring young girls, Humbert coins the word "nymphet." The word has two derivations: the first from the Greek 
and Roman nature spirits, who were usually pictured as beautiful maidens dwelling in mountains, waters, and forests; the second from the 
entomologist's term for the young of an insect undergoing incomplete metamorphosis. Note the book's numerous allusions to fairy tales and 
spells; the proliferation of names like "Elphinstone," "Pisky," and "The Enchanted Hunters," as well as Humbert's repeated sightings of moths 
and butterflies. Also note that Nabokov was a passionate lepidopterist, who identified and named at least one new species of butterfly. How 
does the character of Lolita combine mythology and entomology? In what ways does Lolita resemble both an elf and an insect? What are some 
of this novel's themes of enchantment and metamorphosis as they apply both to Lolita and Humbert, and perhaps to the reader as well?  
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Author Biography 
The Nabokov household was trilingual, and as a child Nabokov was already reading Wells, Poe, Browning, Keats, Flaubert, Verlaine, Rimbaud, 
Tolstoy, and Chekhov, alongside the popular entertainments of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Jules Verne. As a young man, he studied Slavic and 
romance languages at Trinity College, Cambridge, taking his honors degree in 1922. For the next eighteen years he lived in Berlin and Paris, 
writing prolifically in Russian under the pseudonym Sirin and supporting himself through translations, lessons in English and tennis, and by 
composing the first crossword puzzles in Russian. In 1925 he married Vera Slonim, with whom he had one child, a son, Dmitri.  
Having already fled Russia and Germany, Nabokov became a refugee once more in 1940, when he was forced to leave France for the United 
States. There he taught at Wellesley, Harvard, and Cornell. He also gave up writing in Russian and began composing fiction in English. In his 
afterword to Lolita he claimed: "My private tragedy, which cannot, and indeed should not, be anybody's concern, is that I had to abandon my 
natural idiom, my untrammeled, rich, and infinitely docile Russian tongue for a second-rate brand of English, devoid of any of those 
apparatuses--the baffling mirror, the black velvet backdrop, the implied associations and traditionsÑwhich the native illusionist, frac-tails flying, 
can magically use to transcend the heritage in his own way." [p. 317] Yet Nabokov's American period saw the creation of what are arguably his 
greatest works, Bend Sinister (1947), Lolita (1955), Pnin (1957), and Pale Fire (1962), as well as the translation of his earlier Russian novels 
into English. He also undertook English translations of works by Lermontov and Pushkin and wrote several books of criticism.  
Vladimir Nabokov died in Montreux, Switzerland, in 1977.    

 


