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Struggle for the Narrat ive: Nabokov’s and Kubrick ’s Lolitas

As Alfred Appel effectively demonstrated in Nabokov’s Dark 
Cinema, cinematographic allusions and references are omnipresent 
in Nabokov’s fiction.2	 Lolita, however, is a special case not only 
because it employs multiple cinematic correlations and images, 
but also because of Nabokov’s involvement in 1959-1960 in the 
“cinemizing”—to use his own term—of his famous novel. The 
result of his well-known collaboration with Stanley Kubrick was 
the acclaimed motion picture Lolita (which left Nabokov with  
a “mixture of aggravation, regret, and reluctant pleasure” as well 
as the discovery that “Kubrick was a great director”)3 based on 
Nabokov’s original screenplay, of which very little remained in the 
film. Nabokov’s cinematic aspirations came to fruition solely in 
Lolita’s case. “Never V. Nabokov, movie hack” he wrote in his poem 
“Pale Film.”4 In the introduction to the published version of his 
screenplay, Nabokov enunciated the auteur theory in his approach 
to cinema: 

By nature I am no dramatist; I am not even a hack scenarist; but if 
I had given as much of myself to the stage or the screen as I have 
to the kind of writing which serves a triumphant life sentence 
between the covers of a book, I would have advocated and applied 
a system of total tyranny, directing the play or the picture myself, 
choosing settings and costumes, terrorizing the actors, mingling 
with them in the bit part of guest, or ghost, prompting them, and, 
in a word, pervading the entire show with the will and art of one 
individual—for there is nothing in the world that I loathe more 
than group activity.5 

Nabokov was nonetheless the author of several plays, taught drama 
at Stanford, and at some point in the thirties had seriously aspired 
to a collaboration with Lewis Milestone. Yet as Appel points out, 
Lolita remains his only complete screenplay. 

Since Kubrick’s film Lolita is a result of a palimpsestic process—
Kubrick’s and Nabokov’s struggles for the control of the narrative 
in the course of writing the screenplay—this chapter will deal with 
the two auteurs’ collaboration and correspondence. Discussing 
Nabokov’s screenplay in the framework of translation, this chapter 
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will focus on those elements, which are transferable/transferred 
from one medium to the other, and other elements that resist transfer. 
Inevitably, we will deal not only with narrational techniques, but 
also with manipulation of time and space, which do not coincide 
in text and film. As Keith Cohen observes, in the case of film, there 
are three kinds of time we deal with: “abstract, chronological 
time and psychological, human time—Henri Bergson’s ‘scientific 
time’ and ‘durée,’” plus, as in literature, “the time involved in 
experiencing the work.”6 While the first part of this chapter is 
concerned primarily with the dynamics between the novel and the 
screenplay, in the second part, dwelling on the notions of metaphor 
and metonymy and the tension their relationship produces in the 
symbolical workings of the novel, we will attempt to show how the 
redeployment of cinematic codes shaping the narrative structure of 
each film version of Lolita (Kubrick’s and Adrian Lyne’s) works vis-
à-vis their literary source.

Nabokov was not the first author of the Lolita script. In 1958, 
when Kubrick and James B. Harris initially solicited the film rights 
to the book, Nabokov received a cautious and courteous letter 
from Doris Billingsley, Harris’s secretary, expressing interest in 
the motion picture rights to Lolita and asking to arrange to send 
Harris-Kubrick Pictures a copy. Nabokov’s pencil note in the 
margin says: “17 August, Putnam” and—in Russian—“to send 
them Lolita (letter from me).”7 Nabokov ended up selling them the 
rights for the tidy sum of $150,000 plus 15 percent of the producers’ 
profit but rejecting their offer to write the script himself. The first 
screen adaptation was written in 1959 by Calder Willingham 
(Kubrick’s collaborator on the Paths of Glory) but rejected by 
Kubrick. Censorship pressures, emanating both from the Roman 
Catholic Church’s Legion of Decency and Hollywood’s Production 
Code, constrained Willingham so gravely that he contemplated an 
eventual marriage between the nymphet and her insatiate pursuer. 
Describing the political and moral ambience of the time, Richard 
Corliss writes: “In 1956 the Legion had condemned Elia Kazan’s 
Baby Doll (also about a middle-aged man whose child bride is stolen 
away by a wilier rival), and in 1955 the Production Code withheld 
approval from Otto Preminger’s The Man with the Golden Arm, a film 
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about heroin addiction. But no major-studio picture had yet flouted 
condemnation from both groups.”8 

Kubrick’s telegram to Nabokov in Milan of 8 December 1959 
(addressed, incidentally, to Mr. “Nabakov”—ironically, Nabokov’s 
name, through years of back-and-forth exchange with Kubrick and 
Harris, undergoes multiple “Nabokovian” distortions, ranging 
from Nabakov to Natsokov) reads: “. . . Stop Willingham screen-
play not worthy of book most serious fault not realizing characters 
[stop] Convinced you were correct disliking marriage [stop] Book 
a masterpiece and should be followed even if Legion and Code dis-
approve [stop] Still believe you are only one for screen play [stop] 
If financial details can be agreed would you be available quick start 
for May 1 production appreciate cable Kubrick Unfilman Univer-
sal City California Regards to you and Mrs Nabakov Stanley Ku-
brick.”9 Nabokov responds with a cable (10 December 1959) saying 
he might consider it and promising a letter to follow. After some 
miscommunication (Kubrick’s letter addressed to “Mrs. V. Naba-
kov” of 21 December 1959), Véra finally suggests in her letter of  
31 December 1959 that Kubrick “should make him [Nabokov] 
now in writing the best final offer you can, which would be either  
accepted or rejected by him.”10	

This letter also starts a litany of complaints, queries, and worries 
on both sides about possible interferences from a third party, an 
issue that would color the Nabokov-Kubrick correspondence up to 
the very release of the motion picture. This first letter, for example, 
voices concerns that other motion pictures based on Lolita that might 
be produced in Europe and, in particular, mentions “a Mr. Alberto 
Lattuada, whose picture will be called ‘The Little Nymph.’”11 After 
promises that “Mr. Lattuada” will be handled by Kubrick’s lawyers, 
worries about more and more “Lolitas” arise in Véra’s letters. She 
forwards Kubrick her translation of an excerpt from Nurnberger 
Zeitung, which promises that “we shall certainly soon see various 
Lolitas on the screen which will put out of business all the good 
little Romys, Heidis and Sabinchen with their childish little mugs 
and high-pressure erotics.”12	 Further correspondence mentions 
“two pictures that came in today’s mail, with a letter in Italian, 
explaining that this young girl is acting (or studying) under Sofia 
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Loren’s husband [Carlo Ponti] and that she would like to play either 
the main or a secondary part in Lolita.”13 Notoriously secretive about 
his projects, Kubrick warns Nabokov about the dangers of “leaks” 
through “typing services” when Nabokov asks him to recommend 
a typist to retype the script.14 

Further correspondence shows a growing familiarity between 
the two parties involved (graduating from “Dear Mr. Nabokov/
Kubrick” to “Dear Vladimir/Stanley”). The Nabokovs even ask 
Kubrick “to give our son a chance to sing the ‘Lolita’ song” in the 
film,15 as well as for an introduction of Dmitri Nabokov to “Kubrick’s 
wife’s uncle, Mr. von Karajan,” for an audition “which might lead 
(if Dmitri qualifies) to an engagement at the Vienna opera.”16 The 
former was rebuffed by Harris with characteristic elusiveness: “At 
this stage we are not sure how such a thing would fit in with the 
film.”17 The latter proved to be a Nabokovian situation at best, for 
Kubrick writes to Nabokov: “I think you are a bit confused about 
the name of my wife’s uncle, which is, in fact, Gunther Rennert. He 
is, I believe, a figure of equal stature to Mr. von Karajan in the opera 
world.”18 However, Kubrick was happy to oblige all the same and 
his offer was gratefully accepted.19 

In the process and upon the completion of the production, 
Nabokov (via Véra) alternately asks for instructions about 
interviewers and their questions (“coordination is desirable”)20 and 
disclaims rumors that he has met with a “youngster” from Claude 
Otzenberger’s agency to “envisager un reportage photographique” 
of the shooting. “You realize, I hope,” writes Véra “that my husband 
is not interested in publicity.” Nabokov inserts the word “personal,” 
in relation to publicity, in the margin.21 In the fall of 1961 Véra 
even agrees to handle clippings from newspapers and journals 
around the world dealing with Nabokov’s career, which—with the 
exception of a Persian and an Israeli article “whose contents remain 
a mystery”—Kubrick asks her to send him for publicity purposes.22 

By the end of 1961, things start to go awry and the relationship 
gradually deteriorates over financial matters and the quiet 
desperations of the Nabokovs about what they see as Kubrick’s 
inconsiderateness. Nabokov starts complaining of not being 
informed about the distributors and subdistributors, and about 
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the dates of release in different countries: “Since I am entitled to 
a percentage of the profits I would have thought that that kind of 
information would be sent to me as a matter of course. I apologize 
for putting all this griping in your lap but it is the only lap available 
to me.” He also asks Kubrick to return the clippings.23	Kubrick is 
elusive, citing the “notoriously loose and inadequate organizational 
aspects of any film project.”24 The Nabokovs grow annoyed when, 
after their reminders about the clippings (citing Nabokov’s intention 
to write a book about Lolita’s “trials and tribulations”), Kubrick’s 
secretary Angela C. Petschek returns the wrong ones.25 The souring 
of the relationship was somewhat assuaged by the enthusiasm of 
the press and success of the world premiere. A telegram Stanley 
Kubrick sends Nabokov on 2 May 1962 says: “reactions from the 
magazine critics who are shown the film two months before opening 
have been a clear sweep of enthusiasms and superlatives including 
many comments about the accurate sense of the book having been 
translated to film.”26 A short-lived coziness (“Dear Stanley”—“Dear 
Vladimir”), due to the film’s obvious success and Nabokov’s travel 
to the London premiere financed by MGM, is soon followed by 
legal and financial squabbles. Nabokov informs Kubrick that he 
is prepared to take legal action against Seven Arts and Harris-
Kubrick Corporation, but apparently still hopes to solve the matter 
in a friendly way: he addresses his letter “Dear Stanley” and asks 
to keep him informed and pay him his due—15 percent of the net 
profit of the producer’s share.27 Kubrick maintains that he is leaving 
for six months for London to make Dr. Strangelove, and a little later 
requests a personal telephone conversation to clear things up.28

After that things become “curiouser and curiouser.” Nabokov 
writes that he “abhor[s] telephone conversations, especially long 
distance” and suggests, idiosyncratically, that Kubrick should talk 
to Véra while Nabokov remains at her side during the talk.29 Kubrick 
could not call on the designated day and requested another phone 
“appointment.” He remained civil and polite but distant and, having 
moved on to the next project, preferred to deal through his attorney. 
Characteristically, the next document in their correspondence is 
a letter of 5 February, 1963 with a ten-page memo from Kubrick’s 
attorneys.30 Nabokov complains bitterly that “so many companies 
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are shifting the responsibility onto each other’s shoulder” that he 
was obliged to hire a lawyer “in order to obtain any information 
whatever from your lawyers, Messrs. Blau and Schwartzman.”31 
Kubrick responds reluctantly and a little disingenuously: “I am in 
the midst of filming and I honestly haven’t had time to keep track 
of the discussions between Blau, Lazar and your attorneys.”32 Slyly, 
Kubrick reiterates the argument of his attorney that, had they sold 
their interest “for an inadequate sum (say $100,000) and thereafter 
declared your share to be $15,000,” and if the film “went on to gross 
an enormous amount of money,” Nabokov would have claimed that 
his interest “was not tied in with the disposal of our rights but instead 
based on 100% of the ‘producer’s share of the profits’ coming from 
the distribution.”33 The two artists parted ways and their personal 
relationship was transformed into dull carbon copies of multiple 
memos full of legalities sent back and forth by their lawyers. The last 
letter of Nabokov to Kubrick is a dry request to inform him “which 
rights in the Lolita screenplay belong to MGM and which remain 
the property of Harris and Kubrick,” for Nabokov was preparing 
to publish his “original” screenplay.34 The screenplay, dedicated 
“to Véra” (as was everything that Nabokov wrote), indeed was 
published with a note: “This is the purely Nabokov version of the 
screenplay and not the same version which was produced as the 
motion picture Lolita, distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Inc.”

Film Adaptat ion and Translat ion

Christian Metz once said that the reader “will not always find 
his [the reader’s] film, since what he has before him in the actual 
film is now somebody else’s phantasy.”35 Nabokov, who held that 
the privilege of the best writers was to create his own, new type of 
reader, had to confront a double anxiety faced with the prospect 
of turning Lolita into a film: not only was any film adaptation 
“somebody else’s phantasy,” but his new reader, shaped and 
nurtured by his own radically novel artistic sensibility, risked being 
snatched away. Creating his own adaptation was a compromise 
motivated by a desire to give it some kind of form that would protect 
it from later intrusions and distortions. Nabokov’s compromise was 
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to reimagine his own screen adaptation on the same terms as he 
would later think of his translation of Eugene Onegin: namely, as  
a genetically related subspecies (“all thorn, but cousin to your rose”). 
Indeed, Véra’s copy of the published screenplay had a “brilliantly 
attired hand-drawn butterfly (likely a tropical Brushfoot) on the 
half-title, cleverly named to make the screenplay a subspecies of 
the Lolita species, of the ‘Verinia’ genus: Verinia lolita cinemathoides/ 
V/April 1974.”36 

Just before the premiere of Kubrick’s Lolita, Nabokov recalled 
the process of adaptation in an interview: “Turning one’s novel 
into a movie script is rather like making a series of sketches for  
a painting that has long ago been finished and framed. I composed 
new scenes and speeches in an effort to safeguard a Lolita acceptable 
to me. I knew that at best the end product in such case is less of  
a blend than a collision of interpretations. . . . From my seven 
or eight sessions with Kubrick during the writing of the script 
I derived the impression that he was an artist, and it is on this 
impression that I base my hopes of seeing a plausible Lolita. . . .”37 
Nabokov, glancing back at Aleksandr Pushkin, called his adaptation  
“a vivacious variant of an old novel,”38 and, as Michael Wood puts 
it, he is thereby “both telling the precise truth and understating 
his achievement.”39 Wood sees Nabokov’s adaptation in terms of  
a new, invented genre: “However literal and practical his intentions 
in writing the screenplay, Nabokov ultimately invented a subtle 
new genre: the implied film, the work of words which borrows 
the machinery and landscape of film as a dazzling means to a lite- 
rary end.”40 

Since action in the novel Lolita is “mainly linguistic,” to use 
Appel’s term, any question of interpretation, including cinematic, 
raises the issue of what is eventually represented and what can be 
represented. It is worth remembering that Nabokov had always 
resented graphic representations of Lolita on the covers of his 
novel’s editions (“And no girls,” as he wrote in one of the letters to 
his publisher in 1958). To put the issue of the representational in the 
perspective of translation, the question that arises is the relation of 
the authorial intent behind the original to its subsequent version. 
Nabokov’s authorial intent is clearly authoritarian; in the Foreword 
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to his screenplay he readily admits to a “system of total tyranny” 
that would “grant words primacy over action.”41 

To discuss this in terms of translation is not at all far-fetched. 
In the Foreword to the published script Nabokov, grappling with 
the modifications and omissions of entire scenes in Kubrick’s film, 
speaks of the script in terms of translation’s fidelity and freedom 
in regard to the original. He writes: “. . . all sorts of changes may 
not have been sufficient to erase my name from the credit titles but 
they certainly made the picture as unfaithful to the original script 
as an American poet’s translation from Rimbaud or Pasternak.”42 
Such a comparison of film adaptation with translation is pervasive 
in the majority of existing studies on film adaptations. Even as Brian 
McFarlane, in his important study Novels to Film: An Introduction, 
claims to offer an alternative to “impressionistic comparisons 
[to translation] endemic in discussions on the phenomenon of 
adaptation,”	he still speaks of “distinguishing between what can 
be transferred from one medium to another (essentially, narrative) 
and that which, being dependent on different signifying systems, 
cannot be transferred”;43 furthermore, he uses Eugene Nida’s term 
“functional equivalents,” and admits to leaving out of his analysis 
such issues as authorship and cultural and historical contexts. 
However, these issues too are within the orbit of translation studies.44 

Since the inception of the Academy Awards in 1927-1928, 
according to Morris Beja,45 “more than three fourths of the awards 
for ‘best picture’ have gone to adaptation,” but the film remains 
all too often merely “a conscientious visual transliteration of the 
original.”46 Similarly to the debates on fidelity between the original 
and its translation in translation studies, as Christopher Orr points 
out, “the concern with fidelity of the adapted film in letter and spirit 
to its literary source has unquestionably dominated the discourse 
on adaptation.”47	As it happened in translation studies, the criteria 
for evaluating fidelity and freedom in film adaptations are shifted 
and reconsidered depending on a variety of reasons, as well as the 
cultural and historical context. Since a film adaptation, after all, is 
a selective interpretation of the original source by the filmmaker—
“in the hope that it will coincide with that of many other readers/
viewers”—one is faced with familiar issues.48 In the case of film 
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adaptation, what is fidelity to the source? Should the cinematic 
version be faithful to the “letter” or to the “spirit” of the literary 
source (“the main thrust of the narrative,” in the words of Michael 
Klein and Gillian Parker)?49 Does the novel possess more authority 
because it comes first? Is the film merely reinterpreting the novel, 
or “deconstructing the source text,” or regarding it “as simply an 
occasion for an original work”?50 Beja formulates similar questions: 
“What relationship should a film have to the original source? Should 
it be ‘faithful’? Can it be? To what?”51 

Some scholars create their own taxonomies to frame the 
issue of fidelity and freedom, leaning heavily on those existing 
in translation studies. Dudley Andrew proposes the following 
categories as components of successful adaptations: “borrowing, 
intersection, and fidelity of transformation.”52 Geoffrey Wagner 
classifies the types of adaptations: transposition, commentary, and  
analogy.53 

Film adaptations of canonical literary texts do not limit 
themselves to adapting the literary text alone: staging, directing, 
lighting, and photography, as Pattrick Cattrysse notes, “may well 
have been governed by other models and conventions which did 
not originate in the literary text and did not serve as a translation 
of any of its elements.”54 The relationship with the preceding 
films “remains implicit”:55 does Lyne’s Lolita—or any subsequent 
cinematic version, for that matter, that might be created in the 
future—translate Nabokov’s “canonical” literary text, and possibly 
even Kubrick’s film as well? 

Finally, there are the relationships between adaptations and 
their markets, and between adaptations and their historical contexts. 
Cattrysse suggests the polysystem approach to the study of film 
adaptation as “a more or less specific kind of translation of previous 
discursive practices as well as experiences in real life.”56 McFarlane 
notes that “modern critical notions of intertextuality represent a mo-
re sophisticated approach, in relation to adaptation, to the idea of 
the original novel as a ‘resource,’” rather than the source.57 

Many scholars draw on the visual thrust that unites the modern 
novel with film. Thus Alan Spiegel, in Fiction and the Camera Eye, 
talks of the “concretized form” of modern novels—starting with 
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Gustave Flaubert and Henry James—as a form providing a lot of 
visual information, the congruence of image and concept being the 
main goal.58 In a similar vein, Cohen’s study is concerned with the 
“process of convergence” between art forms. He believes that the 
emphasis on showing rather than narrating in the works of Joseph 
Conrad and Henry James breaks down the nineteenth-century 
representational novel.59 He also shows the actual influence of film 
on the modernist novel (Virginia Woolf, Marcel Proust) to suggest, 
in the words of McFarlane, “how the modern novel, influenced by 
the techniques of Eisensteinian montage cinema, draws attention 
to its encoding processes in ways that the Victorian novel tends 
not to.”60 The visual, rather than being presented diegetically,	 is 
fragmented, and the object is shown from altering points of view.61	
Incidentally, drawing on diegesis in film, Robert Stam chooses Lolita 
as his example: “The diegesis of the Nabokov novel Lolita and its 
filmic adaptation by Stanley Kubrick . . . might be identical in many 
respects, yet the artistic and generic mediation in film and novel 
might be vastly different.”62 McFarlane, in his turn, notes the paradox 
that, despite the use of devices anticipating “cinematic techniques” 
by the modern novel, it “has not shown itself very adaptable to 
film.”63 Similarly, modern plays, in his words, “which seem to 
owe something to cinematic techniques, have lost a good deal of 
their fluid representations of time and space when transferred to 
the screen.”64 Both modern social theory and psychoanalysis (Karl 
Marx, Sigmund Freud) resorted to the cinematic as a metaphor 
(Freud’s dream process as projection is just one example). However, 
as Cohen has noted, it is rather “the technological constitution of 
the cinematic process—from recording to editing to projecting,” 
which becomes “a model for the relation between the configurating 
signifiers of art and the signifying apparatus.”65 

The Screenplay and the Novel

What underwrites the process of writing and rewriting the 
screenplay is the very notion of repetition, which involves inherent 
and irreducible difference of text from itself and from its original 
source. An exploration of this palimpsestic process shows which 
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elements are carried over (translated), how they are carried over, 
and which resist transfer. The Nabokov-Kubrick correspondence 
during their work on the screenplay provides a fascinating insight 
into the extent to which Kubrick was shaping this new text against 
the resistance of the author, a self-admitted control freak. Among 
the materials in the Berg Collection, there are three versions of the 
Lolita screenplay. There is version 1 (typescript “Lolita: a Screenplay” 
unsigned and dated Spring 1960, 155 pp) with a holograph note 
on the title page: “Short version of 1960. This is the version as 
presented to Kubrick in spring 1960 and in autumn 1971 (through  
Lazar).”66 

Version 2 (typescript—mostly carbon—unsigned and dated 
Summer 1960, 200 pp) is a longer version, and is essentially the one 
that Nabokov published in 1974. 

Finally, the third version, which was displayed in the Nabokov 
centennial exhibition at the New York Public Library, is the longest 
typescript (410 pages, 85 previously unpublished) and contains 
scenes not included in either of the two versions previously 
mentioned. Some of the scenes (30 pages out of 85) were published 
and analyzed by Wood in Véra’s Butterflies.67 Dieter Zimmer intended 
to publish a German edition of the complete longest version, which 
was, apparently, everything that Nabokov sent to Kubrick between 
March and August 1960. Wood maintains that “the interest of the 
long, unpublished version is that it brings us closest to Nabokov 
at work, caught in the very act of re-imagining an already 
spectacularly imagined story.”68 Wood justifies his selection of the 
scenes he published in terms of best projecting “Nabokov’s feeling 
for mischief, his delight in additional detail and afterthought” 
and “Nabokov’s satire of American manners” that “translates 
exceptionally well into dialogue form.”69 These include the end 
of Act 1 with an extended scene of Humbert and Charlotte Haze’s 
fight over Lolita’s future; a scene of Humbert’s interaction with Dr. 
Byron about the sleeping pills (ending in the explicit evocation of 
the author of Alice in Wonderland, whose lurking presence often only 
implicitly pervades the published Lolitas in both its screenplay and 
fiction incarnations), and the sound of the ambulance presaging the 
future accident.70
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Then follows a scene in which Humbert, with the help of  
a forged date on Charlotte’s snapshot, persuades the Farlows that 
he is Lolita’s biological father (this melodramatic scene is the end of 
Act 1 in the 155-page version); and a grotesque scene of Humbert 
with Jack Beale, “Mr. McFate’s nephew,” who ran Charlotte over 
(this farcical scene is at the end of Act 1 in the 410-page version). 
Other scenes, all from Act 3, include Lolita blackmailing Humbert 
into letting her participate in the play; Humbert’s rather awkward 
conversation with the headmistress at Beardsley, Miss Pratt; a scene 
with Clare Quilty and Vivian Darkbloom in the schoolyard, in which 
Quilty (winner of the Poltergeister Prize!) hangs by one hand, “ape-
like,” from a horizontal bar and Vivian actually speaks (she does 
not, in Kubrick’s version); and, finally, scenes on the road, all tainted 
by Quilty’s passing presence: on a picnic ground, at a trailer park, 
on a mountain path. It is noteworthy that the Beale episode was 
actually used by Kubrick as the grotesquely smiling guy who shows 
up offering pay the funeral expenses (Humbert lying in the bathtub 
with his scotch). Big chunks of exchanges between Miss Pratt and 
Humbert regarding Lolita’s sexual development, on the other hand, 
found their way into Lyne’s version. 

Boyd characterized the long version as a “draft screenplay,” 
“diffuse and often strangely pedestrian.”71 The extravagances 
bordering on farce, a “Nabokovian funhouse of comic visual effects,” 
Boyd complains, are the result of trying to “transfer too much of the 
novel onto the screen” or just to explicate what was only suggested 
at in the novel.72 Examples vary from Quilty wearing a mask in 
the death scene to a theatrical gala in Elphinstone (the town where 
Quilty steals Lolita from Humbert), where everybody is wearing  
a mask and Quilty masquerades as “Dr. Fogg” to physically examine 
Lolita in Humbert’s presence.

The significant difference in length between the versions of 
1960 suggests changes made to accommodate different issues, not 
the least of them being time. It was “the best screenplay ever written 
for Hollywood,” according to Harris and Kubrick, but it was also 
impossible, in the words of Harris in 1993, “to lift it.”73 Kubrick’s 
film, long as it seems now, ran 152 minutes, while Nabokov’s script, 
if shot as written, would have run for over four hours. 
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Nabokov’s screenplay is an attempt at “pervading the entire 
show with the will and art of one individual,” as he himself 
avowed.74 He tries to distill the “movie-matter” out of the novel, 
including scenes from the unused material for the novel (such as that 
of Diana Fowler, the chair’s wife at Beardsley, and her niece Nina 
starting what could have become the next Charlotte/Lolita cycle in 
Humbert’s life). While the “garbling of [his] best finds, the omission 
of entire scenes, the addition of the new ones”75 all distressed 
Nabokov, he also undoubtedly felt unexpected pleasure in applying 
his talent to movie-making, as well as a “reluctant pleasure”76 in 
Kubrick’s interpretation—a vision of the novel that was not his own. 
Nabokov’s “vivacious variant of an old novel”77 is not stage-bound 
and story-friendly. The authorial voice, so strong in Nabokov’s 
fiction, interferes with he cinematic storytelling: even though, as 
McFarlane notes, “by exercising control over the mise-en-scène and 
sound-track or through the manipulations of editing, the filmmaker 
can adapt some of the functions of . . . narrational prose,” there is no 
readily available commentary on the action unfolding.78 Nabokov’s 
narration, however, always “indicates adverbially,” commentary 
being one of his narration’s most idiosyncratic features, which 
culminates eventually in a novel written entirely as a commentary 
to one long poem—Pale Fire.79 

In his assessment of Lolita the screenplay (and this is relevant 
both for the published version and the longer version), Boyd suggests 
that “the best things . . . seem to be the unfilmable stage directions 
where Nabokov’s own imagination tints the details he selects.”80 
For example, after arriving at N 342 Lawn Street and seeing an 
“unattractive white clapboard suburban house,” Humbert notes in 
“vocal brackets”: “What a horrible house.”81 Later, a dog appears in 
a “cameo role,” as it were: “Dog (perfunctorily): Woof.”82 Elsewhere, 
Vivian Darkbloom blows Lolita a kiss “darkly blooming.”83 Quilty’s 
hands are “meatily clapping.”84 “Something reptilian and spine-
chilling” is supposed to be in Humbert’s stare as he coldly observes 
the floundering Charlotte.85 As he cannot count on the novel’s 
“hidden resonances and delayed inferences,” Nabokov’s film 
directions, mostly unstageable, take on a considerable part of the 
novel’s verbal glee.86 



— 155 —

“ C i n e m i z i n g ”  a s  Tr a n s l a t i o n

Nabokov’s camera itself is an ironic commentary on film as 
text, as well as a futile exercise in total control. As McFarlane notes, 
“It is, however, too simple to suggest that the mise-en-scène, or 
its deployment by the cinematic codes (notably that of montage), 
can effortlessly appropriate the role of the omniscient, inaudible 
narrator, or that the camera . . . replaces such [a] narrator.”87 The 
“Nabokamera,” as Corliss called it, curiously “glides around,” “dips 
into,” and “with a shudder withdraws.”88 All films are omniscient 
in a sense because the viewer is “aware of a level of objectivity.”89 
However, in the case of Nabokov’s prose, the readers are not aware 
of this, and the only omniscient narrator orchestrating the effects is 
the author himself. With film, the omniscient narrator’s privileged 
position is lost; he can no longer stay inside the text. “The Camera,” 
McFarlane notes, “is outside of film.” It “denotes its operator 
metonymically.”90 

Nabokov’s ubiquity in the book (less obvious and therefore more 
powerful in Lolita than in his less inspired novels, like Bend Sinister 
or The Defense, in which the author, with a final flourish, changes the 
course of the denouement and allows for the characters’ escape into 
the metaphysical) takes on the form of “injecting” himself into the 
screenplay. He hides in the anagrammatic and ever-present Vivian 
Darkbloom. In “Pale Film,” Nabokov points this out directly: “The 
larval author lurking in costume, / As Hitchcock did, or Vivian 
Darkbloom.”91 Corliss aptly calls this character “the drag in which 
he [Nabokov] masqueraded as Clare Quilty’s mistress.”92 For some 
time, or so it is said, Nabokov even considered publishing Lolita 
under this “pseudoplume or nom de nymph.”93 In the screenplay, 
he even literally and rather pointlessly wanders straight into the 
text as a “nut with the net,” in Lolita’s parlance, whom Humbert 
and Lolita meet on a mountain path and who does not know the 
road to Dympleton. Here is Nabokov in action, trying to implement 
the “system of total tyranny” à la Alfred Hitchcock, which he 
advocated in the Foreword to his published screenplay, not only 
“directing the play or the picture [himself],” but also “terrorizing 
the actors, mingling with them in the bit part of guest, or ghost.”94 
Incidentally, having failed to rescue his screenplay from Kubrick’s 
alterations, Nabokov wistfully describes himself as being mistaken 
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for Hitchcock by the fans (“the placid profile of a stand-in for 
Hitchcock”) at the premiere of Lolita.95 

When Nabokov cannot entirely control the cinematic narrative 
as an auteur, he tries to relegate this function to his protagonist. 
Especially interesting and symptomatic, therefore, are those rare 
moments when Humbert himself becomes an invisible director 
of the film, instructing the camera where to “look.” For example, 
narrating his love story with Annabel (the first-person narration), 
Humbert orders: “I would like a shot of two hands.”96 The shot 
obligingly appears; the hands of the young Humbert and Annabel 
meet—“a pretty scene for the subtle camera.”97 

Trying to invent the film alternative to the linguistic flair of the 
original, Nabokov thrives on the visual. He delights in effects (that 
were not yet trite at that time) and engages in inventive hermeneutic 
exercises opening the many parentheses and sketchy asides of 
Lolita the novel. For example, he literally opens up what, according 
to Tom Stoppard, was the best parenthetical aside in literature:  
“My very photogenic mother died in a freak accident (picnic, 
lightning). . . .”98 The cut after Humbert’s voice narrates the story 
of a “freak accident” in the Maritime Alps provides a Fellinesque 
vision: raindrops strike the “zinc of a lunchbox” and a lady in white 
is felled by a “blast of livid light,” her “graceful specter” soaring 
above the rocks with a parasol, blowing kisses to her husband and 
child standing below hand in hand.99 In another example, Humbert 
reading Charlotte’s love letter appears “in one SHOT” as a “gowned 
professor, in another as a routine Hamlet, in a third, as a dilapidated 
Poe.”100 At the end of this stage direction Nabokov allows: “He 
also appears as himself.”101 Such visual “compensation” for Lolita’s 
linguistic flair in its screen translation did not suit Kubrick; he 
methodically eliminated all the effects in which Nabokov took such 
delight. Humbert ultimately was allowed to appear in the film only 
as himself. 

In yet another example, the “synchronous conflagration 
that had been raging all night in [Humbert’s] veins” as the ironic 
reason for the real storm that burns down the McCoos’ residence 
and lands Humbert at Charlotte’s in the novel,102 turns into  
a fully-developed thunderstorm in Act 1 of the screenplay, with 
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“gesticulating black trees, rain drumming the roof, thunder, 
lightning printing reflections on [the] wall” and loud sounds of 
fire engines,103 and also into an excited exchange with the Farlows 
about the events of the night. In the novel, Humbert notes that, 
bored and disappointed as he was, he, as a polite European, 
set out to see the lodging recommended by the distraught  
Mr. McCoo, “feeling that otherwise McCoo would devise an even 
more elaborate means of getting rid of [him].”104 The screenplay 
vividly demonstrates what he meant, turning a suggestion into  
a fully developed scene: “the grotesque humor turns upon McCoo’s 
conducting a kind of guided tour through a non-existent house.”105 
McCoo’s effort to make Humbert see through “architectural ghosts” 
(“the camera escorts them”) is in and of itself an ironic comment 
on the failure of the visual: what a viewer is urged to see is just not  
there.106 

The same translation of narrative exposition into visual tricks 
manifests in the offensive overuse of photographs and diagrams 
coming alive and turning into mise-en-scènes. After Charlotte’s death 
in a car accident, a police photographer takes a picture of the scene; 
meanwhile, a police instructor with a pointer in a projection room 
shows the still to a group of policemen. Then a diagram appears, 
with dotted lines and arrows showing everybody’s trajectory. 
Eventually everything in the still comes to life.107 This mimetic 
duplication dwells on a paradox of representation (“image” and 
“imitate,” Jacques Derrida once pointed out, are etymologically 
related): the cinematic image is supposed to be “faithful” to its 
referent, but by “doubling its referent, like a mirror, it exposes both 
its pure supplementarity and its profound difference, its potential 
deformation of that referent.”108 

Similarly, a snapshot of Annabel and young Humbert comes 
alive as Humbert “takes off his white cap as if acknowledging 
recognition, and dons it again.”109 Nabokov indicates that Annabel 
is supposed to be the same actress as the one who plays Lolita:  
a metaphor of “the same child” that Humbert believes he sees 
in Lolita when he first meets her is metonymically extended to 
proliferate visual sameness, to create a visual double. Neither 
Kubrick nor Lyne followed through with this idea.
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The important challenge for Nabokov was to externalize 
Humbert, to translate Humbert’s intense and perverse inner world 
into an external vision of his perversity and intensity—Humbert as 
seen by the other. This includes not only the pre-story of Annabel, 
the root of his peculiar “illness,” but also Humbert’s side of the story: 
from his own perspective, he might see the beauty of the enchanted 
land in which Lolita is safely “solipsized,” while seen from the 
outside, his story threatens to take on the ugly shape of the illegal 
transfer of an abused minor across state borders. As far as the pre-
story (Annabel) is concerned, Nabokov resorts to a compromise: 
he lets Humbert narrate it, illustrating his narrative with visual 
sequences of their young hands touching, their rendezvous in 
the garden (with “emblematic silhouettes of long leaves”),110 and 
Annabel’s departure. This is basically illustration as translation, 
with first-person narration acting as captions. Humbert’s brief 
marriage is rendered in the same fashion, the only difference being 
that Dr. Ray, the psychiatrist, does the “captions.” Dr. Ray provides 
“captions” to film sequences illustrating Humbert’s fascination 
with young girls (showing in succession: a young roller-skater, 
chattering schoolgirls at a bus stop, two nymphets playing marbles 
on a sidewalk, and pale orphans in a garden of an orphanage). 
He also makes a speech from the point of view of a psychiatrist 
on Humbert’s case and the “moral leprosy” that goes with it. It is, 
of course, a mock interpretation: even in the screenplay Nabokov 
could not leave Freud or social philistines alone. In a sense, it 
turned out to be easier for Kubrick to “externalize” Humbert for the 
screen precisely because there was less to externalize: he dropped 
these complicated psychological motivations along with Humbert’s 
past altogether. Characteristically, the prologue of the screenplay 
abounds in diegesis—the first-person narration (“Humbert’s voice”) 
explicating Humbert’s condition, perversion, and love. The further 
Nabokov gets in the screenplay (and, perhaps, the more he is driven 
to reshape his text due to his exchanges with Kubrick), the more 
dialogic and less narrational it becomes. 

One of the weaknesses of Nabokov’s screenplay is the 
inconsistent nature of its first-person narration: it disappears in 
the later parts of the screenplay, along with, for the most part, 
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the character of Dr. Ray, to reappear only in the very end, in the 
epilogue. Dr. Ray’s presence, in general, is ambiguously unresolved, 
as if Nabokov questioned whether his role in the screenplay was to 
be that of the narrator or of one of the characters. 

Nabokov’s own work on the script shows the difficulties 
he experienced dealing with certain key points of the narrative. 
In his letter to Kubrick of 25 April 1960, upon the completion of 
Act 2, he wrote: “The concatenation of scenes proved to be very 
troublesome and I don’t know how many times I rewrote the motel 
sequence.”111 Earlier (March 1960), he wrote to Kubrick about Act 
1 that though “still very rough and incomplete . . . structurally it 
does hang together rather neatly. You will note the seeds I have 
planted and followed up (the dog, the gun, etc.).”112 Among the 
troubles Nabokov encounters, one is finding a balance between 
the tones of the designated narrators. In the novel, as we know,  
Dr. Ray’s introduction and Nabokov’s Afterword (“On a Book 
Entitled Lolita”) frame the confession, which is entirely Humbert’s. 
Faced with the inevitable necessity of externalizing Humbert, 
as it were, for the screen (because Humbert on screen would be 
primarily seen), Nabokov assigned Dr. Ray a larger role. In the letter 
to Kubrick of June 25, 1960, Nabokov wrote: “As you will see, I have 
let Humbert talk about his first love but no matter how I fussed 
with it in my own mind I could not get him to discuss his marriage 
without encroaching upon the tone of his scenes with Charlotte. 
Therefore I have had Dr. Ray take over again (p. 20a) after Humbert 
has finished with Annabel. It seems to me that it is very trim this 
way but if you still object to Ray’s handling of the Valeria scenes, 
we can have another discussion and try to find another way.”113 In 
the version of the screenplay that Nabokov eventually was allowed 
to publish, as we know, Dr. Ray (who is Humbert’s psychoanalyst 
and whose leg he pulls during his sessions with such delight—yet 
another one of Nabokov’s poisonous excursions into the domain 
of the “Viennese charlatan”) “bizarrely intrudes in the voiceover,” 
to use Boyd’s expression.114 Thus in the scene between Humbert 
and Valeria in the taxi, apart from psychoanalytic remarks on his 
patient’s state of mind, he also comments on the technical condition 
of the taxi (“needs good brakes”) and the itinerary. Closer to the end 
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of Act 3, Dr. Ray provides the narration of the hiatus (both in terms 
of time and action), from the moment of Lolita’s disappearance to 
Humbert’s reinstallment at Beardsley. Here again, as in the taxi 
episode, Dr. Ray bizarrely claims a larger role—that of a character 
rather than mere narrator. The information on his marriage to  
a “very strong analyst,” Dr. Christina Fine, whom Humbert “kept 
trying to hypnotize,”115 is as irrelevant to the action as Nabokov’s 
own presence in the screenplay as a “nut with a net.” If anything, 
it is a device from a different genre—characters in search of an 
author, or else, the author in search of characters. It sometimes 
played out the other way around. Kubrick was convinced (and 
Nabokov was not) that Mona “might be built up enough to play  
a part in the development: Lolita might send her a letter for HH. . . .” 
Nabokov, as Véra puts it, “seems to have convinced K. that reading 
of inconspicuously received letter in class is better.”116 Kubrick was 
particularly fond of Mona’s “virgin wool” remark (Lolita notes that 
her sweater is of virgin wool; Mona cynically suggests that this is 
the only “virgin” thing about Lolita), so he kept toying with Mona’s 
possible role and future destination (college) before assigning her  
a modest fate of being the Farlows’ daughter at Ramsdale with 
whom Lolita is sent off to Camp Climax.

To somehow bring Humbert and Dr. Ray together in the 
prologue, Nabokov makes both of them guest speakers at a wo-
men’s club. (While Humbert lectures on Romantic poetry, Dr. Ray 
is supposed to be speaking on “the sexual symbolism of golf.”) 
Humbert engages head-on in an explanation of his nymphet 
concept. As Nabokov has Humbert suffer a breakdown in front of 
the women’s club audience (as well as in front of the film audience), 
he provides a visual effect of macabre elastic transformations of the 
female faces in the audience, “changing to eighths and snapping 
in a distorted mirror; others, lean and long, developing abysmal 
décolletés; others again blending with the flesh of rolling bare 
arms, or turning into wax fruit in arty bowls.”117 Supposedly, this 
is not only the translation of Humbert’s illness and perversity into 
strikingly visual terms but also, perhaps, a metaphor for his distorted 
vision of adult femininity. To note parenthetically, though none of 
this found its way into Kubrick’s film, a similar distorted mirror 
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effect (along with a Dick Tracy mask) is used by Lyne when the 
scene of Humbert and Lolita’s ferocious lovemaking dissolves into 
Humbert’s nightmare: the tapping on the door, voices, and giggling, 
terrifying strangers mocking him as he, naked, opens the door. All 
faces, including Humbert’s, are violently stretched and elastically 
distorted, but the device is used to serve a different end—to become 
a visual metaphor for his guilt and shame. 

A big part of our reluctant fascination with Humbert’s inner 
world in the novel comes from Humbert’s/Nabokov’s feverish, 
literary-minded imagination, that of “an artist and a madman, 
a creature of infinite melancholy.”118 Corliss suggests that, even 
though a film constructed in a flashback form might include 
Humbert’s “backstory,” it would still lack a “suitable equivalent 
to Humbert’s voice.”119 What he means is not the sound of it, not 
the words per se, but the tone: “His prose is in perpetual state 
of ecstasy: for Lolita, first and last, but also for whatever he sees 
and feels. He is aroused by all things, physical, tactile, ethereal, 
ephemeral; they alight on his erect palp and he comes alive so 
intensely that his heart could burst. (Which it does.) Lolita is rapture  
rekindled.”120 

Nabokov’s biggest challenge, perhaps, came from a dumbing-
down effect of film intended for a mass audience. If we consider 
the relationship between the language of fiction and the language 
of film as parallel to the relationship between one’s native language 
and a foreign one (for which the framework of translation certainly 
allows), then the ability one loses first in a foreign language is the 
ability to quote. Films do quote films; literary allusions, however, 
slip through one’s fingers when transferred on screen. Those subtle 
literary webs and delicate echoes, aesthetics’ substitution for the 
ethical—a part and parcel of Romanticism—are Humbert’s main, 
in fact, only, justification for what he had done. Pointedly, this 
Romantic stance of the prevalence of aesthetics over ethics makes 
for the last (and arguably most beautiful) lines of the novel: “I am 
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.”121 Nabokov chooses to supply 
first-person narration once more in his screenplay to quote these 
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lines verbatim. One can transfer the lines, l’énoncé, as it were, but 
l’énonciation proves difficult to reproduce.

What film theory refers to as the enunciated and enunciation 
(l’énoncé and l’énonciation—terms originating with the linguist 
Emile Benveniste) describe a difference between what is “uttered” 
or enacted in film and the way the “utterance” or a set of events is 
shaped and mediated.122 McFarlane further distinguishes between 
narrative and narration as between story and discourse. (The terms 
derive from the Formalist theory and the distinction it makes 
between fabula and siuzhet.) Whatever the terms, however, as Metz 
points out in Imaginary Signifier, “film gives us the feeling that we 
are witnessing almost a real thing,” but still cinematic enunciation 
is always present.123 McFarlane observes that film enunciation, in 
relation to the transposition of novels to the screen, “is a matter 
of adaptation proper, not of transfer.”124 There are things that, as 
he puts it, “are not tied to the semiotic system in which they are 
manifested,”125 and therefore are transferable. They are, supposedly, 
narrative. Nonetheless, those that are tied to the semiotic system 
of the original text are enunciation: they cannot be transferred, 
though they can—to a larger or lesser degree—be adapted. Thus 
enunciation for McFarlane means the totality of expressive 
methods that govern both presentation and reception of the  
narrative. 

Nabokov’s effort to direct enunciation by the same means 
that he used in writing fiction is, it appears, a highly quixotic and, 
by virtue of this, futile undertaking. The signifying system of  
a novel relies on verbal signs that work conceptually, that have  
a high symbolic value but, to use McFarlane’s term, “low iconicity,” 
in comparison to cinematic signs that have “uncertain symbolic 
function” and high “iconicity” and work perceptually.126 As Appel 
writes, “Nabokov’s remark about Joyce’s giving ‘too much verbal 
body to words’ (Playboy interview) succinctly defines the burden the 
post-Romantics placed on the word, as though it were an endlessly 
resonant object rather than one component in a referential system 
of signs.”127 Humbert puts it in his own way: “Oh, my Lolita, I have 
only words to play with!”128 Among other things, Lolita is a book 
about the limitations of language. However, for the Humbert of the 
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screenplay even words to play with are luxury. The intricate web of 
wordplay and referentiality cannot be transferred, and adaptation, 
inevitably, takes on the shape of a “story inside a story” (form 
inside form): a lecture on Edgar Allan Poe and obsession; Humbert’s 
jotting down a dream of himself, the Dark Knight, and Lolita/Alice 
riding deeper into the Enchanted Forest;129 the tape-recording of 
Humbert’s lecture “Baudelaire and Poe.”130 

Among all literary allusions in the novel, Poe is perhaps the 
most significant presence, for it is through Poe, at least in part, that 
Nabokov (and Humbert) speak about language and art. As Appel 
testifies in The Annotated Lolita, Poe is referred to more than twenty 
times (followed by Prosper Mérimée, William Shakespeare, and 
James Joyce).131 One can only empathize with Nabokov’s quixotic 
attempt to inflict such appreciation on the film’s audience. All the 
subtleties of “Lo-lee-ta”/Annabel Lee/Annabel Leigh are reduced to 
Humbert’s dictating and playing back of his recorded lecture that 
evokes Poe’s marriage, Humbert’s fairly straightforward musings 
in a faltering voice (“And now Annabel is dead, and Lolita is alive 
. . .”), and the actual quoting of Poe’s poem: “my darling—my 
life and my bride.”132 Later, as if to sneak in one last parallel, the 
maid picks up the phone: “No, there’s no Miss Lee here. You must 
have got the wrong number.”133 Humbert’s acrimonious forays 
into psychoanalysis are also brought in via his recorded lecture: 
“Other commentators, commentators of the Freudian school of 
thought. No. Commentators of the Freudian prison of thought. 
Hm. Commentators of the Freudian nursery school of thought. . . 
.”134 The theme of the celebrated lovers, Tristram and Iseult, and 
of yet another Tristram, Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (both 
important references in the novel), is slipped in as two allusions 
that—provided they found their way into film—would have 
been most likely wasted on the audience. One is Stan and Izzie,  
a movie that, Lolita claims, gave her ideas about love philters.135 The 
other is yet another prophetic dream of the screenplay: Charlotte’s 
premonition of Humbert’s betrayal. Right after her near-drowning 
Charlotte recollects the dream she had the previous night: “You 
were offering me some pill or potion, and a voice said: Careful, 
Isolda, that’s poison.”136 
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The very play on Humbert’s name, which occupies such an 
important place in the novel, bringing in new and unexpected 
connotations, is brought up in a painfully straightforward fashion. 
Lolita loathfully distorts his name into the clownish “Humlet 
Hambert” and “Omlette Hamburg,” while Humbert retorts: 
“Or plain ‘Hamlet.’”137 Similarly, Nabokov’s complex ideas on 
literature are “smuggled in” only as fleeting remarks, such as in 
the conversation with Mona: “We live in an age when the serious 
middlebrow idiot craves for a literature of ideas, for the novel of 
social comment.”138 

It is interesting how Kubrick encourages Nabokov to deal with 
the issue of doubling. In translating his novel into a screenplay, 
one of the most difficult problems for Nabokov was the issue of 
Quilty’s role as Humbert’s elusive double and the interpretation of 
the relationship of all three participants of the drama. The effect 
of doubling in film, as Kubrick sees it, should be translated into 
both “visual” doubling (adding Vivian as Quilty’s escort) and in 
repetition. In his letter to Kubrick of 9 July 1960, Nabokov writes:  
“I am sending you the Third act of the Lolita screenplay. As you will 
see, I have several scenes between Quilty and the nymphet since 
otherwise he would have remained a ghostly, uncharacterized and 
implausible figure.”139 In three pages of Kubrick’ s suggestions for 
Act 3 (possibly typed by Véra and returned to him with Nabokov’s 
corrections), many concern Quilty’s ubiquitous presence.140 Some 
suggestions are crossed out and marked in the margins by Nabokov 
“est’” (“it’s there”). Among Kubrick’s suggestions that ended up 
in the film are Quilty being “flanked by Vivian (as he should be 
throughout play)”141 and the piano teacher’s disclosure of Lolita’s 
missed piano lessons in the conversation with Humbert backstage 
after the school play. Kubrick also insists on blackmailing Humbert 
into Lolita’s participation in the school play (he suggests that 
the principal, Miss Pratt, should express the demand that she be 
psychoanalyzed by school psychiatrist). As we know, eventually 
Kubrick combined the blackmailer and psychiatrist role in Quilty’s 
phony identity as a school psychologist. Peter Sellers, who portrayed 
Quilty, was known for his performance of multiple roles (more on 
this in the second part of this chapter), so the added irony was that 
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only Humbert could possibly be left in the dark about his visitor’s 
identity. However, Kubrick insisted that Quilty should remain  
a “figure in the shadows”142 when Lolita and Humbert are on the 
road. He writes: “We do not know how and where she [Lolita] went 
when she does go.”143 

As far as Vivian is concerned, Nabokov not only agreed to make 
her flank Quilty but also gave her some lines—a ghost brought to 
life. It is perhaps significant for illuminating the nature of adaptation 
as translation that Nabokov lays bare his own device: he calls the 
viewer’s attention to her anagrammatic nature, therefore explicitly 
offering an interpretation. Quilty explains: “My collaborator, my 
evening shadow. Her name looks like an anagram. But she’s a real 
woman—or anyway a real person.”144 

Nabokov’s Russian translation of Lolita invites some parallels 
to this explicatory activity: in numerous instances Nabokov inserts 
reminders to the reader to help decipher the chronology of the 
events, laying out the clues, as it were, whereas the English reader 
is left to his or her own devices. In the same vein, Dr. Braddock,  
a participant in the doctors’ convention in the screenplay, offers an 
explicit interpretation of the mural in the Enchanted Hunters Hotel: 
“The hunter thinks he has hypnotized the little nymph but it is she 
who puts him into a trance.”145 The metaphor of Humbert who has 
drugged Lolita and will take advantage of her only to be enthralled 
by her forever is interpreted and ready for consumption.

Nabokov, apparently, was struggling with translating Quilty’s 
shadowy ubiquity into the screenplay. Page three of Kubrick’s 
suggestions outlines four allusive passages referring to Lolita and 
Quilty: “wet shoes, something strange at motel”; “car on hill, which 
K. would like with all details” (referring to the episode when, as 
Humbert tries to pursue his pursuer, Lolita starts the car down the hill 
thus making Humbert run back); “L’s conversation with ‘stranger’ 
at service station”; and “post office with letter from Mona . . .”  
(referring to Humbert’s perusing at the post office in Wace of  
a letter from Mona containing an “element of mysterious 
nastiness”—“qu’il t’y mène”—an allusion to Quilty).146

In his “rough outline of our rough outline” of 13 July 1960, 
Kubrick still struggles with an idea of Quilty’s elusiveness: he wants 
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Humbert to meet Quilty casually at Beardsley (“a scene . . . strange, 
somewhat arch in a humorous way”) so that the audience would 
have no clue as to what Quilty actually wants but would nonetheless 
perceive something “dangerous and dark.”147 However, in the 
actual film, Kubrick chose to rely on the concrete screen persona (or 
shall we say personae?) of Sellers, rather than the abstract Quilty of 
Nabokov’s creation, and never looked back. 

Prompted and pushed by Kubrick, however, Nabokov’s 
screenplay makes Quilty much more visible than he is in the 
book. In the novel, Quilty, “the ultimate unlover, the brutal and 
wily user, the American faker,”148 as opposed to Humbert— 
“a European connoisseur,” is still more powerful because he knows 
what Humbert does not (and what we do not). His identity (and 
venality) is enveloped in mystery or, as Corliss puts it: “Nothing 
is clear about Clare Quilty, except that he is clearly guilty”;149 he is  
a “criminal mastermind frequently spoken of but rarely seen.”150 

The figure of Quilty, whose actual appearances in the novel, 
except for the messy scene of his destruction, are few and strikingly 
farcical, is a classical figure of a doppelgänger, an inverted Humbert 
figure, the black king playing against the white king on a chessboard 
(the allusions to a chess game and the capturing of the queen 
are numerous throughout the book), almost a relative. Humbert, 
in fact, refers to him as his brother.151 Quilty is also referred to as 
Humbert’s European cousin Gustave who, in his turn, echoes 
Gustave Flaubert152 and Gaston, Humbert’s gay chess partner. 
Quilty is perceived as a shadow, as condensed grayness (“he and 
the grayness were gone”),153 as an opaque presence, as a monkeying 
buffoon—“this semi-automated, subhuman trickster who had 
sodomized my darling.”154 In his turn, he is constantly pointed 
to as being somehow disfigured as buffoons are: he is described 
standing “in the camouflage of sun and shade, disfigured by them 
and masked by his own nakedness”;155 or as an incongruous crab,  
a “horrible Boschian cripple” who, scuttling up the slope, “waved 
his wrists and elbows in would-be comical imitation of rudimentary 
wings.”156 The felicitous “masked by his own nakedness” produces 
an almost eerie effect of actual disappearance of the body, void 
behind the mask, ultimate anonymity. Quilty’s gaze haunts  
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Humbert while Humbert cannot see him, and when he does he 
misidentifies him.

Quilty’s affinity with Humbert is constantly underlined: 
“The clues he left did not establish his identity but they reflected 
his personality, or at least a certain homogenous and striking 
personality; his genre, his type of humor—at its best at least —the 
tone of his brain, had affinities with my own.”157 His ape-likeness 
and perversion are on par with those of Humbert. 

There is indeed always more than one Humbert—Humbert 
Humbert (H. H., Humburg, Humbird, etc.)—Humbert with his 
double self. Appel noted that “Humbert’s self-loathing is often 
visualized in the metamorphic man-into-monster images of the 
popular cinema.”158 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde are more than once 
evoked in the text and the reference is more or less trivial. The 
more hidden and less trivial one—given the chess game landscape, 
as well as Lolita’s moves towards becoming a “queen,” and other 
details—points to the author of Through the Looking Glass, with 
his quiet perversion that, unlike in Humbert’s case, never quite 
prevailed over his Victorian self. (Carroll later in life referred to Alice 
as “an entirely fascinating seven-year-old maiden.”159) Humbert 
implements the hesitant possibilities and shatters the queen instead 
of protecting her, becoming a negative double of Carroll’s white  
knight. 

Humbert and Quilty are doubles of a peculiar sort. Paradoxically, 
they are not doubles in a strictly physical sense: Humbert’s 
masculine and still fragile good looks contrast with Quilty’s almost 
grotesque ugliness, his baldness, his stocky bow-legged figure. If 
he is Humbert’s reflection, he is a reflection in a concave or convex 
mirror. As Humbert admits, “he mimed and mocked” him.160 In 
another novel by Nabokov, Despair, the dissimilarity of the doubles 
is explored to its logical end: the story of a perfectly schemed 
murder is uncannily undermined by a tragic absurdity, a small 
detail, that in fact the doubles just do not look alike! One of the 
most interesting descriptions of Quilty in the text—standing in the 
shade and watching Lolita play with a dog—is a pure projection of 
Humbert’s vision of himself and of another “dog-scene” on his first 
night in the Enchanted Hunters Hotel with Lolita: 
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There he stood . . . his damp black hair or what was left of it, glued 
to his round head, his little mustache a humid smear, the wool on 
his chest spread like a symmetrical trophy, his naval pulsating, 
his hirsute thighs dripping with bright droplets, his tight wet 
black bathing trunks bloated and bursting with vigor where his 
great fat bullybag was pulled up and back like a padded shield 
over his reversed beasthood.161 

Given “the melancholy truth” of Quilty’s impotence, the above could 
be read as an extremely ironic description if not for the revealing 
epithets like “symmetrical” and “reversed” pointing back to the 
beholder. Quilty, in fact, can be viewed here as obscene translation 
of Humbert. Nabokov’s language games are well-calculated and, 
inverting Humbert’s phrase, we can truly count on him “for a fancy 
prose style.”162 In an important passage about Quilty’s dangerous 
game with Humbert (“with infinite skill, he swayed and staggered, 
and regained an impossible balance. . .”163), Nabokov almost gives 
himself away: he comes very close to disclosing his autoritas, his 
authorial power as both the narrator and creator. Appel points 
out in his commentary on the passage: “The verbal figurations 
throughout Lolita demonstrate how Nabokov appears everywhere 
in the texture but never in the text.”164 

The play with distance and proximity, doubling and 
dissimilarity in Nabokov’s aesthetics serves to construe the figure 
of haunting. The utterly paranoid nature of haunting resides in the 
building up of a lucid logical sequence based on incipiently absurd 
premises. Nabokov grants Quilty unlimited power over Humbert, 
just as Dostoevsky grants Ivan Karamazov’s “petty demon” the 
same kind of power over his flow of consciousness. As Appel shows 
in his fascinating commentary on Lolita, Quilty just cannot know 
certain things about Humbert when he traps, and puns, and snares 
him, and still he knows them because Nabokov wants him to know, 
“because Quilty and H. H. can be said to ‘exist’ only insofar as they 
have been created by the same man.”165 Beyond the issue of authorial 
speech, the question that might be asked is: whose narrative is this? 
Both Humbert and Quilty are “enchanted hunters” and this is also 
mirrored in multiple and dazzling ways: the narrative of “hunting 
enchanters” is, of course, written by Quilty, but, in fact, it is part of 
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Humbert’s narrative, which, in its turn, is—eventually—Nabokov’s. 
In fact, Quilty is nothing but a sign, nothing but names, and with 
him we enter into the sphere of sheer paronomasia. In the context of 
Nabokov’s fascination with paronomasia, which comes from a long 
modernist tradition, Simon Karlinsky pointed out: 

Interest . . . in discovering the hitherto unperceived relationships 
between the semantic and phonetic aspects of speech, pursued 
not for the purpose of playing with words but for discovering 
and revealing hidden new meanings, was basic to the prose of 
[Aleksei] Remizov, [Andrei] Bely and other Russian Symbolists.166

Quilty’s appropriation of Humbert’s and others’ identities via the 
metonymic dissemination of names makes himself invisible, leads 
to the disappearance of the body that nevertheless leaves traces of its 
spectral presence on a landscape. Diabolically foreseeing Humbert’s 
investigations, he sprays names like bullets, transforming the 
landscape into a perverse battlefield of sorts: from N. Petit, Larousse, 
Ill. (a French allusion and the name of a well-known dictionary) 
to Lucas Picador (a Carmen allusion), to a rather funereal and 
mockingly ghostly allusion to Lolita’s deceased father Harold Haze 
(ironic proliferation of fatherly figures?), etc. As is convincingly 
shown in the commentary to Lolita, Humbert in his turn receives 
a certain frustrated gratification from the “cryptogrammic paper 
chase,”167 “cryptogrammic” being an allusion both to a cryptogram 
and to “cryptogramic” (that is, to Quilty’s impotence, at least 
according to some obscure dictionary definitions). 

The moment when Nabokov, who is punning, playing, and 
toying with both of his disturbed personages, partially reveals the 
metaphorical essence of the doppelgänger is the passing French 
allusion in Mona’s letter to Lolita. Humbert overlooks it and 
perceives only an “element of mysterious nastiness.”168 Providing 
some details about the play at Beardsley, Mona writes: “Remember? 
Ne manque pas de dire à ton amant, Chimène, comme le lac est beau car 
il faut qu’il t’y mène. . . .”169 “Qu’il t’y mène” is not only a rather 
transparent allusion to Quilty. “The one who is leading you”—
where? The double is but a metaphor of the dérive always leading 
you back to yourself.
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However, the screenplay Quilty, instead of being elusive, 
becomes, as Boyd aptly put it, “blatantly intrusive.”170 His identity 
is inevitably made obvious. The paper chase, being a linguistic game 
par excellence and thus having “zero iconicity,” as it were, cannot be 
transferred to the screen and is eliminated altogether, supplanted by 
Quilty’s actual appearances and phone calls. Nothing pairs him up 
with Humbert except for what is established as a fact: their sharing 
of the same perversion and their role in the plot as rivals for Lolita’s 
affection. Nor, admittedly, is Quilty’s identity kept secret in Kubrick’s 
film, which resorts to grotesque and carnivalesque exuberance of 
Sellers’s multiple incarnations that, given his record of previous 
performances of multiple identities, remain fairly transparent 
even to the most credulous of viewers. However, Kubrick’s “final 
product” relies on different means of representation (his emphasis 
is on actors, not plots), and he therefore perhaps succeeds where 
the screenplay fails, but at the expense of fidelity to the letter of the 
screenplay in order to remain faithful to the originary intent of the 
novel (more on this in the second part of this chapter).

On the whole, the shift from the novel to the screenplay to film 
acts as rhetorical reformulation, as moving away from an analogical/
mimetic relationship, with its connotations of visual “truth” or 
resemblance, to what Derrida would call the “anagrammatical,” 
with its connotations of “figural traces,” of the text to be written 
“again” (“ana-”), or “anew.”171 In the course of writing and rewriting, 
the text of the novel undergoes a Heideggerian Umschreibung of 
sorts172—the passage from the literal to the figurative—opening 
up the rhetorical implications in the process, since it is the general 
mode of allegory. As remote as Nabokov might seem from Martin 
Heidegger, if we envision Nabokov’s “reformulation” of Lolita 
as such originary translation, we might come to appreciate why 
Heidegger saw intralingual translation as being’s “most intimate 
involvement with language.”173 The language at work becomes  
a co-extension of the original formulation on the path to truth. It is 
therefore significant that the quote from Marcel Proust’s Le temps 
retrouvé, which Nabokov chose for his lectures on literature, is 
about the path to truth as mediation between the contingency of 
time and timelessness by means of art: “Truth will only begin when 
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the writer takes two different objects, establishes their relationship, 
and encloses them in the necessary rings of his style (art), or even 
when, like life itself, comparing similar qualities in two sensations, 
he makes their essential nature stand out clearly by joining them 
in a metaphor in order to remove them from the contingencies (the 
accidents) of time, and links them together by means of timeless 
words.”174

The Metonymical and the Metaphorical Cinematic Translat ion:  
Stanley Kubrick ’s and Adrian Lyne’s Lolitas

In this section, I will consider the two “intersemiotic” translations of 
Lolita—the screen versions by Kubrick and Lyne—through the critical 
lens of metonymy and metaphor, as this might help illuminate the 
issue of fidelity and freedom, which is central to translation theory. 
Kubrick’s Lolita, I will argue, is essentially metonymical in nature, 
while Lyne’s relies predominantly on metaphor. Consequently, 
the two films end up being faithful to very different things in the 
source text (“the original”), Nabokov’s Lolita. Since these terms have 
shifting boundaries, an overview and some working definitions 
might be in order.

There have been different views as to how metonymy stands 
in relation to metaphor, both in cognitive linguistics and in art. The 
dichotomy was drawn by the Russian Formalists; Boris Eikhenbaum, 
in his study “Anna Akhmatova,” explained that while metaphor 
works on the level of the idea, metonymy is a displacement,  
a lateral semantic shift on the same literal plane. In the 1950s, Roman 
Jakobson further extended the impetus to dissociate the two by 
arguing that the different types of mental mechanisms underlying 
the workings of metaphor and metonymy might account for 
different types of aphasic disturbances. This, according to Jakobson, 
is linked to the distinction in linguistics between the paradigmatic 
and syntagmatic organization of speech. The two tropes, he held, 
could be used to describe virtually anything: literary movements, 
styles in cinematography and painting, and the operations of the 
human consciousness (Freud’s “identification and symbolism” 
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as metaphors versus “displacement” and “condensation” as 
metonymy). Consequently, Jakobson created what Jill Matus called 
a “rhetoric of rivalry,” in which different scholars have tried to 
champion one side at the expense of the other.175 Thus, in post-
Freudian psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan dealt with discourse as  
a continuous metonymy, which is displaced from the real. 

In 1977, David Lodge applied Jakobson’s dichotomy specifically 
to the study of literature and described the metaphorical process 
as “substitution based on a certain kind of similarity.”176 Selection 
of vehicle and tenor (the substitute and the substituted) create  
a tension of reference and play. In the metonymical process, Lodge 
explained, “deletion is to combination as substitution is to selec-
tion . . . . Metonymy and synecdoche, in short, are produced by 
deleting one or more items from a natural combination, but not the 
items it would be most natural to omit: this illogicality is equivalent 
to the coexistence of similarity and dissimilarity in metaphor.”177 
While Jakobson noted in general terms the predominance of 
the metaphoric process in Symbolism and Romanticism, and 
of metonymy in Realism (“synecdochic details,” as he put it),178 
Lodge broadly applied the dichotomy to different literary genres 
and schools. Modernist and Formalist aesthetics, he wrote, make 
the reader ponder the workings of consciousness “by a process of 
inference and association,” with art becoming “an autonomous 
activity, a superior kind of game.”179 Postmodernism instead blurs 
the situation where one of the modes would be more prominent, 
making metaphor and metonymy appear in “radically new 
ways.”180 Incidentally, he sees Nabokov as “a transitional figure 
between modernism and postmodernism” because he mixes the 
modes while preserving a “certain balance, or symmetry.”181 

There have been multiple attempts (Albert Henry, Hugh 
Bredin, Paul de Man, to name just a few) to revise the Jakobsonian 
juxtaposition either by rethinking metaphor as a combination of 
metonymies (Henry) or by relegating the two modes to different 
domains—that of reality and that of purely conceptual operation 
(Michel Le Guern). De Man’s emphasis is on the referential but 
essentially accidental nature of metonymy, while metaphor, in his 
view, pulls toward unification of essences:



— 173 —

“ C i n e m i z i n g ”  a s  Tr a n s l a t i o n

Metaphor overlooks the fictional, textual element in the nature 
of the entity it connotes. It assumes a world in which intra- and 
extra-textual events, literal and figural forms of language, can 
be distinguished, a world in which the literal and the figural are 
properties that can be isolated and, consequently, exchanged and 
substituted for each other.182 

The importance of cinematic metaphor has been widely discussed. 
Sergei Eisenstein claimed to have discovered montage as a mo-
de of metaphor.183 Eikhenbaum discussed cinematic tropes in 
“Problematics of Cinema Stylistics.”184 Dudley Andrew dedicates 
two chapters to cinematic metaphor in his Concepts in Film Theory.185	
The Jakobsonian division between metaphor and metonymy—
rather than classical rhetoric, which interrelates them—as well as the 
Freudian/Lacanian employment of metaphors for describing psychic 
processes, are the driving forces behind Metz’s Psychoanalysis and 
Cinema: The Imaginary Signifier. Cinema, like writing, faces problems 
of narration; film organizes itself as narrative, and at the earlier stage 
of cine-semiology, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Umberto Eco, and Metz were 
primarily concerned with film as language and the “grammar” of 
this “language.” When Metz tried to isolate syntagmatic figures 
of the narrative cinema (his Grand Syntagmatique, as typology, is 
essentially similar to that of rhetoric), he was still at the “euphoric 
scientific phase of the semiotic project,”186 but in the 1980s his 
argument shifted to metaphor/metonymy. However, Roland Barthes 
prefers “to evade Jakobson’s opposition between metaphor and 
metonymy, for if metonymy by its origins is a figure of contiguity, 
it nevertheless functions finally as a substitute of the signifier—that 
is, as a metaphor.”187 

A similar stance is expressed by Trevor Whittock in his Metaphor 
and Film, a book extremely critical of Metz (and Freud). He considers 
metonymy “so endemic to film that it normally loses any figurative 
implications.”188 Consequently, a trope based on film image itself 
and involving metonymy is just another subspecies of metaphor. 
Whittock argues that “normally the presence of whatever is within 
the shot is taken literally: Those things are there, we feel, because 
they are contiguous as they would be in real life. But the filmmaker 
can give some of the objects or events depicted within the shot  
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a metaphorical function, without in any way detracting from the 
probability of their appearance there.”189 He further suggests that 
the process of filming itself (“selecting camera angles, focusing, 
and framing”) involves “selections and rejections,” and thus ties 
film “inextricably . . . to metonymy of a sort.”190 Whittock refers 
to Lodge’s definition of metonymy and synecdoche as tropes 
that “entail condensation through deletion.”191 The items that are 
deleted seem to be selected with “illogicality” (i.e. not those that 
would seem most dispensable) and this “illogicality,” according 
to Whittock, makes a cinematic metonymy a true trope: “the item 
selected is seen to possess an apt suggestiveness that goes beyond 
mere reference to the object it replaces.”192 

This lengthy disquisition on the shifting boundaries of these 
terms, however, makes one thing abundantly clear:	 whether 
metonymy is a subspecies of metaphor or is, indeed, an independent 
trope, it would be impossible to isolate them completely in the 
cinematic narrative. Since creating a cinematic image is always 
transforming an object rather than “copying” it, metaphor, as 
Whittock rightly assumes, is “encapsulated within the very film 
image itself.”193 After all, the Greek metaphora (as the Latin translatio) 
has the stem meaning “carrying across” (and, also, in rhetoric, 
transference to another sense).194 Film adaptation/translation, in 
a broad sense, is a metaphorical procedure. Therefore, our focus 
will be on the marked prevalence of metaphor or metonymy as the 
organizational principle of the cinematic narrative that points to 
more than a personal style of a concrete filmmaker. In La métaphore 
vive, Paul Ricoeur pointed to the hermeneutic aspect of metaphor 
(the solution of the enigma, “the logic of discovery”). Though he 
is concerned with written discourse, not the film narrative, in the 
case of film the same would apply: a film whose discursive practices 
heavily lean on metaphor will cry for interpretation; a cinematic 
narrative whose organizational principle is metonymic would be 
essentially avoiding interpretation. 

“She was a breach baby: she arrived foot first,” wrote Corliss 
of Kubrick’s 1962 Lolita.195 Indeed, as the opening credits appear to 
the emotional theme music of Nelson Riddle and before the word 
“Lolita” emerges on the screen, we see a girl’s left foot drop from 
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the top right corner of the frame. A man’s left hand appears from 
the left; with infinite care and tenderness it supports the girl’s foot 
lightly, while his right hand carefully but awkwardly starts painting 
each toenail, inserting cotton wads between the toes. “This is the 
movie metonymy,” notes Corliss, “of a sort familiar in Saul Bass 
credit sequences of the 50s and 60s (the jagged arm for The Man 
with the Golden Arm, the undulating cat for a prostitute in A Walk 
on the Wild Side). These clever titles, by the British firm Chambers 
& Partners, posit a seesaw equilibrium between man and child, or 
father and daughter. . . . he is the slave, painting her toes; she is the 
slave, acceding to his whim—that the rest of the film (especially the 
scene in which Mason paints Lo[lita]’s toenails) gives the lie to.”196 

Kubrick’s film starts with Humbert driving through the fog (“US 
made UK,” as Nabokov wrote in his poem “Pale Film”) to Quilty’s 
castle. Traces of the previous night’s debauchery are everywhere: 
garbage on the floor, dirty plates, full ashtrays, and empty bottles 
on a ping-pong table. Humbert, with a gun in his pocket, walks past 
a vaguely “Gainsborough-ish” portrait of a young woman placed 
on its side against the wall. Everything in the ground floor looks 
as if things have not been unpacked. There are crates and boxes; 
there is a lonely harp, curiously out of place, like an ironically raised 
eyebrow. The furniture, like some untidy Christo project, is draped 
in sheets, as is the object of his quest. “Quilty. Quilty!” Humbert calls 
out. At the sound of his voice a bottle falls off the top of a draped 
chair in the background. Quilty/Sellers rises from the chair, wraps 
the sheet around his body like a toga and says: “Spartacus. You come 
to free the slaves or some’n?” (a jocular metonymical allusion to 
Kubrick’s previous film). A burlesque of a tussle follows: the superb 
ping-pong game totally improvised by the genius of Sellers, (even 
Nabokov himself conceded that along with a shot of scotch in the 
bathtub, it was a great invention), showcasing Sellers’s chameleonic 
talent, until a wonderfully choreographed play-length sequence 
(ten minutes) ends with Quilty’s death behind the aforementioned 
portrait of a young woman, pierced by bullets (how did it get to the 
top of the stairs, if it had been on the ground floor at the beginning?). 

It is noteworthy that Kubrick, at least on the superficial level, 
sticks to Nabokov’s screenplay’s strategy: he starts the film with 
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the narrative’s central event without any expository information. 
Nabokov’s screenplay circumvents the gory details and Kubrick 
follows suit: the action is mostly linguistic and Quilty fights 
Humbert with words—his own weapon and plaything, and means 
for absolution and immortality.

To determine further exactly what is and what is not 
“translated” by Kubrick, both from Nabokov’s novel and his 
screenplay, Barthes’s theory of narrative functions provides a use-
ful tool. Barthes, in “Introduction to the Structural Analysis of 
Narratives,” noted: “A narrative is never made up of anything other 
than functions: in differing degrees, everything in it signifies.”197 

Barthes talks of two groups of functions: “distributional” functions, 
such as events and actions proper, and those integrational functions 
he calls “indices.”198 In the narrative grid, distributional functions 
are horizontal and linear, and they refer to the “functionality of 
doing,” whereas indices are vertical and non-linear and refer rather 
to the “functionality of being”—representations of atmosphere and 
place, psychological underpinnings of characters, etc.199 Barthes 
further subdivides those functions and later, in S/Z, expands the 
structure of classical narratives to five narrative codes. Even though 
Barthes is not specifically concerned with film adaptation, one can 
infer that the cardinal moments of the narrative (in Coming to Terms: 
The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film, Seymour Chatman calls 
them “kernels”)200	can be transferred to another medium. McFarlane 
even claims that their alteration (like making up a happy ending 
where there was none) can cause “critical outrage and popular 
disaffection.”201 One may add that had Kubrick, pressured by the 
Legion of Decency, made Humbert and Lolita secretly married all 
along (a suggestion that apparently made Nabokov give up on the 
idea of the film in 1959),202 the outrage would have been tremendous. 
Among integrational functions, only those that Barthes terms 
“informants”—“pure data with immediate signification”203—can be 
transferred; “indices proper,” like atmosphere or character, cannot 
be transferred in their entirety.

What are the cardinal hinge-points that did not get transferred? 
And why? If Kubrick “translated” not the letter but the spirit of the 
text to the screen, where or how does he compensate for the loss, as 
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any good translation does? Without doubt, at least two hinge-points 
of the narrative are not transferred: Humbert’s history of pedophilia 
and its centrality to the story, and Lolita’s death. 

The only regret Kubrick expressed about his Lolita was that it 
should have been more erotic (since the book obscured Humbert’s 
love by focusing on lust instead). He said in an interview: “I would 
fault myself in one area of the film. . . . Because of all the pressure 
over the Production Code and the catholic Legion of Decency at the 
time, I wasn’t able to give any weight at all to the erotic aspect of 
Humbert’s relationship with Lolita; and because his sexual obsession 
was only barely hinted at, it was assumed too quickly that Humbert 
was in love. Whereas in the novel this comes as a discovery at the 
end.”204 The complexity of Nabokov’s text is, among other things, 
absolution of a monster by love (or art). 

John Trevelyan, the Secretary of the British Board of Film 
Censors, was the person who could veto the finished film, or any 
part of it. On the other hand, as Corliss notes, “instead . . . of the 
Hollywood production code, the Legion of Decency, and any 
number of local censorship agencies in the US, Kubrick had one 
man to please and appease.”205 Trevelyan agreed to see the script 
and, having discovered that much of the adjustments had already 
been made (elimination of explicit sex scenes, age of the girl), 
insisted, according to Alexander Walker, on only one major item.206 

Humbert’s clinical history of nymphomania, illustrated by a series 
of nymphets and explained in a lecture delivered in a women’s 
club, had to go. James Mason’s Humbert was denied not only  
a clinical history, but a personal history as well (Annabel, Valeria). 
Rather than appearing as “madness complicated by genius”207— 
a disturbing aesthetic theory based on a case history—Humbert’s 
infatuation started to look much less threatening when transformed 
into a “more general, genteel neurosis,”208 almost a mid-life crisis. 

Indeed, Sue Lyon was too old for the part of Lolita from the 
beginning. She was fourteen when she was cast, fifteen when the 
movie was filmed. Though she was considered too underage to 
attend the Hollywood premiere, Lyon in her famous bikini and 
“Lolita sunglasses” scene looks like a fully formed seventeen-
year-old. Or, as Pierre Giuliani wrote, from a perfectly European’s 
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perspective: “trop grande, trop agée, trop blonde, trop vulgaire, 
trop collégienne, trop yankee, trop cruche, trop pepsi ou trop coca 
. . . qu’importe” (“too big, too grown up, too blond, too vulgar, too 
like a college student, too American, too stupid, too pepsi or too 
cola. . .what does it matter?”).209 

The bizarre problem is that there is nothing in Humbert’s 
infatuation with Lolita that could be characterized as perversion. 
It is known that Groucho Marx announced that he put off reading 
Lolita for six years—until she was eighteen. He was safe, however, 
watching the movie. Nabokov complained: “words made whispers, 
twelve made teen” in his “Pale Film.” Whatever Kubrick’s film is 
about, child abuse is resolutely not one of its themes.

Though Humbert’s diary entry in the film provides one of the 
very few hints of his obsession with nymphets, the emphasis is 
shifted to the combination of childishness and vulgarity in Lolita, 
which strikes the refined connoisseur Humbert. Lolita can indeed 
convey this thoughtless vulgarity: she	 is a cruel and treacherous 
creature (and, made up for the school play production, she truly 
looks like a young witch); but curled up in Humbert’s lap and 
comforted by him, she is too grown-up to be a victim and too 
heartless to command our sympathy. She throws tantrums but she 
is in control and unafraid. 

The temporal shift in the film from 1947, in which the book’s action 
is set, provides yet another detail in the relative “normalization” 
of the Humbert-Lolita relationship. A twelve-and-a half year-old in 
1947 was a child, not a pre-teen, and sexual obsession with such  
a child was enough to have Nabokov’s book banned in France for 
two years. By the time Kubrick’s film was made, teen culture and 
rock music had changed the world, and a rebellious and sexually 
aware teenager with an older guy in pursuit became much less 
scandalous. The theme of child abuse had to wait another thirty 
years until the 1990s. 

The restrictions on any explicit sex in the film due to censorship 
(the film’s eight kisses, all in all, now seem innocent) might actually 
have been a blessing: less is more. Given the relatively recent 
censoring of Kubrick’s last film, Eyes Wide Shut, one has an idea of 
what was left out. As Corliss wrote: “Today it all appears childish. 
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But the strategy also indicates that sex is a kid’s game: all innuendo, 
excited giggling, raised eyebrows, and getting things wrong.”210 
When Lolita suggests that Humbert has not kissed her yet, their 
car farcically zooms away. Charlotte whispers in Quilty’s ear in the 
school ball scene, provoking his amused and incredulous giggling: 
“Did I do that?” Lolita whispers into Humbert’s ear in the seduction 
scene (“All righty then,” is her only clearly heard remark followed 
by a discrete fade out). Jerry Stovin and Diana Decker, as John and 
Jean Farlow, suggest to “sorta swap partners,” so when Charlotte 
informs Humbert she has a surprise, Humbert makes an amused 
guess that the Farlows have been arrested. 

Shelley Winters’s Charlotte is all kitsch and burlesque. Her 
tight leopard skin outfits, her affectation and name-dropping, her 
pathetic sincerity are a wonderful counterpoint both to Humbert’s 
finesse and Lolita’s cynicism. As Corliss writes, “Charlotte’s sins of 
style will absolve Humbert, in the viewer’s mind, of guilt for her 
death.”211 She would have seemed severely miscast and grossly 
overplaying if she were to be considered alongside the Humbert 
and Lolita of the novel or screenplay, that is, if her acting were not 
so perfectly balanced with Kubrick’s characters—Mason’s Humbert 
and Lyon’s Lolita.

James Mason’s Humbert, unequivocally, is “the only innocent 
person in the piece” (as James B. Harris, the producer, put it),212 an 
abused father and lover, with hooded eyes and agonized expression. 
Cast after Lawrence Olivier and David Niven had turned down 
Kubrick’s and Harris’s approaches, he was a perfect fit, in casting 
terms, to Humbert, as well as a perfect counterbalance to Winters’s 
performance of Charlotte’s overbearing affectation. In the cha-
cha-cha scene, in which Charlotte aggressively corners him, as 
throughout the film in general, Mason acts as a pained, hurt, polite 
but reluctant participant. There is also a delightful moment (the 
result of Oswald Morris’s excellent cinematography) when, courted 
aggressively by Charlotte as a prospective tenant—or husband—he 
literally wanders out of the frame. 

Since Humbert’s obsession with little girls and acting it out is 
not central to the film, Kubrick’s first long sequence (the murder), 
out of the film’s thirty-five, makes the viewer aware of the key event 
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to which all the other sequences serve as explication. At the same 
time, it is aimed at Humbert’s exclusion from the control over the 
narrative: his narrational voice is introduced only at the beginning 
of the next sequence. In the first long sequence, Quilty is disguised 
in the background and, when he finally emerges from his easy 
chair, he engages Humbert in games (ping pong and his reading 
of Humbert’s poem with a buffoonish “twang”). So one is tempted 
to interpret the rest of the movie as a long flashback, especially 
when Humbert’s voiceover is introduced. Mario Falsetto, in Stanley 
Kubrick: A Narrative and Stylistic Analysis, however, is justified in 
asking: “But whose flashback?”213 The film’s “present,” as he points 
out, is not easy to locate. Even though the credit “Four years earlier” 
appears, with six instances of voice-over to follow throughout the 
film, the end credit tells the viewer of Humbert’s death in jail. If 
the film is one long flashback, as in a diary, and the narrator is 
Humbert, his narrational voice is in a curious contradiction with  
the visual.

Humbert’s voice-over cannot be interpreted as that of the om-
niscient narrator, since much of the visual information is withheld 
from him while it remains accessible to the viewer. One of many 
examples is a picture of Quilty on the wall, shown in a close-up, 
while Humbert is sobbing on the girl’s bed right underneath. The 
same effect is achieved with Kubrick’s favorite stylistic device, used 
to some extent in all of his films: organizing the spatial field of the 
frame so that action is taking place simultaneously in the fore-
ground and the background. Falsetto argues that “the use of fore-
ground/background is a stylistic means of including Quilty in the 
viewer’s spatial field and excluding him from Humbert’s.”214 Thus, 
in the memorable hotel scene, Quilty and Vivian are exchanging 
meaningful glances and pretending to be reading a paper in the 
foreground while Humbert is talking to the receptionist in the back-
ground, unaware of being watched. It is doubtful that Sellers’s mas-
querade as a police officer or Dr. Zempf in the film, or traces of his 
character’s presence (the mysterious car in pursuit, the sunglasses 
forgotten near Lolita’s hospital bed) constitute an “enigma” for the 
viewer, but, in a kind of Sophoclean irony, Mason’s Humbert cer-
tainly is the one with no clue. 
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Humbert’s first instance of voice-over, an impassionate piece 
of information on his arrival in America and his intention to settle 
in “Ramsdale, New Hampshire,” which immediately follows the 
gruesome murder scene, is untainted by his knowledge of his 
own fate. The second is a journal entry (“What drives me insane 
in the two-fold nature of this nymphet, of every nymphet perhaps. 
This mixture in my Lolita of tender, dreamy childishness and  
a kind of eerie vulgarity . . .”). The third instance, the longest in the 
film, is Humbert’s mental contemplation of “the perfect murder” 
of Charlotte, as he loads the gun and then follows Charlotte to the 
bathroom. It directly addresses the viewer: “But what do ya’know 
folks. . . .” The fourth instance, after the dramatic events of Charlotte’s 
death, accompanies a travel sequence and has an eerily cheerful 
tone: “You must now forget Ramsdale, and poor Charlotte, and poor 
Lolita, and poor Humbert, and accompany us to Beardsley College 
where my lectureship in French poetry is in its second semester. . . .”  
The final instance of Humbert’s voice—as Lolita and Humbert flee 
Beardsley after screaming rows and suspicions of neighbors—also 
sounds overtly enthusiastic: “The brakes were realigned, the water 
pipes unclogged, the valves ground. We had promised Beardsley 
School that we would be back as soon as my Hollywood engagement 
came to an end . . . .” These instances of voiceover are Kubrick’s 
departure from Nabokov’s screenplay, but they provide an overall 
structure to what is now Kubrick’s narrative.

As Falsetto notes: “The vocal inflection of Humbert’s voice-over 
changes little throughout the film. It remains generally neutral, if 
cultured and literary commentary, unaware of the somber events 
unfolding in the visuals.”215 The disjunction between Humbert’s self-
delusive narration, straining to maintain normality and control, and 
his lack of knowledge about himself and fate, his anger and despair 
in the visuals is specific to Kubrick’s version of the tragic (The Shining 
also comes to mind). It borders on farce and Mason is acutely attuned 
to his role. It would have been incomplete, or just plainly pathétique, 
if not for at least two grotesquely comical instances: “that rapturous 
swig of Scotch in the bathtub”216 after Charlotte’s death, and the 
demonically entertaining reading of Charlotte’s letter. This is when 
he both is and is not in control: irony about oneself and one’s own 
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misery is self-knowledge, but it is futile, as it offers no control over 
fate. Irony, as a trope (two meanings for the same phrase) is central 
to both Kubrick’s film and Nabokov’s novel. As de Man, drawing 
on Baudelaire’s “De l’essence du rire” (“Essence of Laughter”), 
points out, dédoublement, “the characteristic that sets apart a re-
flective activity, such as that of the philosopher, from the activity 
of the ordinary self caught in everyday concerns,” is essential for 
an understanding of irony.217 The ironic, twofold self is, according 
to de Man, constituted by language and puts “the innocence or 
authenticity of our sense of being into question.”218 This “dialectic 
of identity and difference”219 is also at work in the construction of 
doubling (both in the film and the novel), and is inherent to the very 
process of translation. The “doubleness” involved in irony has to do 
with the intentions of the speaker/writer, opening up possibilities 
for multiple, often subversive interpretations, just as in translation, 
authorial intent opens up multiple hermeneutic possibilities. After 
all, translation “entails having a punning mind,” as Walter Redfern 
noted in “Traduction, Puns, Clichés, Plagiat.”220 

Kubrick truly succeeds in his translation of Lolita’s	often ironic 
intertextuality onto the screen by redeploying the means or vehicles 
for literary allusions. While the context for a text is all preceding 
texts, the intertextual context for a film and its actors is previous 
films and previous roles. Thus one is not just watching Humbert 
as a character but also James Mason with a train of his previous 
roles. His roles in British films, before his Hollywood debut in Max 
Ophüls’s Caught (1949), established him as a charming villain; his 
American roles built on this European charm, menacing and tragic 
at the same time. And just as a literary allusion is not necessarily 
accessible to every reader, the delightful detail of Mason’s role as 
Flaubert in Madame Bovary (1949)—as a novel, an important text 
for the latticework of literary allusions in Lolita—might escape 
the viewer’s attention but adds an additional dimension to Lolita’s 
cinematic version. And of course, Mason’s Brutus (Julius Caesar, 
1953) might be read as an ironic retort to Kubrick’s Spartacus. 
Similarly, the viewer of Lolita in 1962 would have seen through the 
ploys of Sellers’s Quilty not only because they were exuberantly 
obvious, but also because the viewer would have recalled Sellers 
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impersonating various characters on the TV shows of the 1950s or 
cross-dressing as Grand Duchess Gloriana XII in Mouse That Roared 
(1959). Inevitably, the contemporary viewer would be enriching the 
context of Sellers’s appearances as Quilty with his subsequent roles 
as a goofy Inspector Jacques Clouseau or Group Captain Mandrake 
and Dr. Strangelove.

A huge achievement of Kubrick’s film is in the subtle way the 
ghostly presence of another, overall narrator, invisible to the viewer 
and still orchestrating the whole thing, is revealed. It is spectral, 
precise, merciless, and relentlessly ironic. In de Man’s words, this 
narrator, whom he calls “the author,” “asserts the ironic necessity 
of not becoming dupe of his own irony” and thus would not allow 
a comforting fiction of a happy recovery.221 One is reminded of 
Nabokov’s admission: “My characters cringe when I come near 
them with a whip.”222 One needs the second, third, umpteenth 
reading of Lolita to start noticing yet another instance of the spectral 
presence of this puppeteer. One might consider, for example, the 
delightfully cruel irony of Humbert’s piercing memories of how the 
helplessness of baby animals was equally heartbreaking for him 
and his first, idealized love, Annabel. 

Kubrick, as an auteur, is as controlling, obsessive and merciless 
to his characters (be it in Lolita or A Clockwork Orange) as Nabokov 
promised to be in his screenplay. Frederic Raphael, Kubrick’s 
last screenwriter on Eyes Wide Shut, evokes his own experience 
of a troubled collaboration with this “cinematic Kasparov.”223 He 
comments appropriately: “Chess is a game of bloodless sadism 
and polite execution.”224 The relationship between the two auteurs, 
Kubrick and Nabokov, can be seen also in terms of this “chess 
game”—a battle for control over the narrative.

The major tension of Lolita the novel is between its metonymical 
plot, metonymy as a drive of narrative—contiguity and succession—
and its reading as a metaphor of displacement (or, in a more specific 
sense, of exile). Metonymy leads you through the expanse of space 
but metaphor always brings you back to what you are, links you 
back to the notion of identity. The former is Lolita and Humbert’s 
cross-country ramble with the overwhelming multiplicity of details 
listed under the Flaubertian nous connûmes, the description of the 
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itinerary, the restlessness, the impossibility of staying in place once 
your place in space or in a generation has been lost;225 the latter 
is the paranoid notion of being pursued even if you seem to have 
escaped, of being haunted—that is, of being continuously brought 
back, the structure of haunting being essentially that of the ghost of 
origin, identity. 

The space in which the two fugitives, Lolita and Humbert, 
travel is indeed space that disturbingly has no place or is always 
displaced. As Lucy Maddox aptly noted, “Humbert pursues his 
erotic fantasies across a landscape that is at once a constant source 
of amazement to him and a perfect complement to his obsession,”226 
the most frequent element of this depraved landscape being “the 
Functional Motel.”227 The space of the book is filled with names, 
but names that are thoroughly anonymous: “Nous connûmes (this is 
royal fun) the would-be enticements of their repetitious names—all 
those Sunset Motels, U-Beam Cottages, Hillcrest Courts, Pine View 
Courts, Mountain View Courts, Skyline Courts, Park Plaza Courts, 
Green Acres, Mac’s Courts.”228 

As a screenwriter, Nabokov had a lot of trouble with the motel 
scenes. Nabokov’s inventiveness in the screenplay was aimed at 
both preserving the roadside landscape and “local fauna”229 that he 
recreated for the novel and explicated it in the course of “translation,” 
hence all those explicitly named “Baskerville Cottages” and “Kozy 
Kabins Lodge” of the screenplay.230 Kubrick’s “curiously limp car 
scenes”231 cannot be explained only by the fact that Lolita was filmed 
in England. Kubrick did have a US-based cinematographer who, 
in Morris’s words, had “brought back miles of stuff for the driving 
scenes.”232 Kubrick omitted practically all the visuals, except for 
the most generic roadside footage, and turned various motels into 
an equally generic motel room. He also dropped the sequence of 
“Various Rooms” at the Enchanted Hunters Hotel, ten brief shots 
“to construct a series of situations contrasting with the atmosphere 
in Room 342.”233 Nabokov was very proud of this sequence in the 
script but later dismissed it as too stage-bound.

Appel explains this aspect of Kubrick’s film by “the director’s 
decision to use some of Nabokov’s dialogue but little else,” as well 
as his striving, as a new kind of a filmmaker, “after a supposedly 
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higher form” than the tradition of film noir.234 The same reasons may 
account for the purging of the film of any traces of popular culture: 
corny songs, including the theme song that Nabokov hoped Dmitri 
could perform, and the movie culture. Corliss, on the other hand, 
sees this purging as a further step towards “ameliorating” Humbert’s 
perversion and thus avoiding censorship: “Hum[bert] and Lo[lita] 
were now speeding down Anyroad, USA, or UK, and if the viewer 
inferred from this that they were Anyfolks, all the better.”235 

The anonymity and metonymic repetitiveness of motel names in 
the novel make them doubles in their own right, even before Quilty 
populates the landscape with the snare names like “Mirandola, NY” 
or “Quelquepart Island.” The American landscape itself provided 
Nabokov with all those haunting Troys, Athens, Stamfords, Odessas, 
which are reminders of Europe and still are mere doubles. The 
double (or the demon) theme is that “focal strangeness,” to borrow 
Pound’s term, around which Nabokov concocts the text like a com-
plicated web. The pursuer in Lolita the novel is always a double, be 
it one’s past, oneself, or the other. The double is a metaphorical key 
to the metonymical plot, a haunting figure linking one back to the 
notion of identity. To explore a metaphysical problem via the form 
of fugitive narrative was quite an ingenious solution. 

Fugitive narrative as it is explored and exploited in cinema-
tography provided Nabokov with a sort of modern rhetoric that 
was instrumental for the unfolding of the narrative in the novel. It 
is important that Quilty is a filmmaker. As he himself tells Hum- 
bert, he “made private movies out of Justine and other eighteenth-
century sex-capades” and is “the author of fifty-two successful 
scenarios.”236 He promises Lolita to make her a Hollywood starlet, 
but what he really offers is a “pornographic alternate.”237 Humbert’s 
vision, in which Lolita is preserved as in a “cinematographic still”238—
parallel to the photograph from the time past, all that remains of 
Annabel—is “a contrasting movie” to “the lurid reality of Quilty’s 
cinematic plans, which ironically underscores the corruptness of at 
least one scenarist.”239 Appel notes, “The two contrasting movies 
‘double’ one another as do Humbert and Quilty,”240 or, one might 
add, as do Nabokov and Kubrick. Nabokov privileges photographic 
images because they have a quality of arrested memory and are self-
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contained, “a frozen segment of remembered time.”241 Photographic 
images are not “real.” They are in the realm of sheer temporality. It 
is interesting that de Man links the allegorical model of literature 
with temporality, while Walter Benjamin relates photography to 
allegory. 

As de Man writes in his discussion of symbol and allegory 
(metaphor/metonymy, or resemblance–analogy/contiguity), “the 
meaning constituted by the allegorical sign can . . . consist only of 
repetition (in the Kierkegaardian sense of the term) of a previous 
sign with which it can never coincide, since it is of the essence of 
this previous sign to be pure anteriority.”242 “The prevalence of 
allegory,” de Man points out, “always corresponds to the unveiling 
of an authentically temporal destiny. This unveiling takes place 
in a subject that has sought refuge against the impact of time in 
a natural world to which, in truth, it bears no resemblance.”243 In 
other words, subject in allegory no longer can coincide with object, 
while “in the world of symbol it would be possible for the image 
to coincide with the substance.”244 The crucial figure of a double 
(Quilty) reveals “the existence of temporality that is definitely not 
organic, in that it relates to its source only in terms of distance 
and difference and allows for no end, for no totality.”245 The 
predicament of temporality links de Man’s allegorical mode to the 
very process of translation, which, just as de Man’s allegory, implies 
“an unreachable anteriority”—the impossibility of a mimetic mode 
of complete analogical correspondences.246 

One might recall that Humbert’s obsession with nymphets in 
the novel itself is defined in allegorical terms in the first place: “It 
will be marked that I substitute time terms for spatial ones. In fact,  
I would have the reader see ‘nine’ and ‘fourteen’ as the boundaries—
the mirrory beaches and rosy rocks—of an enchanted island 
haunted by those nymphets of mine and surrounded by a vast, 
misty sea . . . that intangible island of entranced time where Lolita 
plays with her likes.”247 Other, regular, non-nymphic children “are 
incomparably more dependent on the spatial world of synchronous 
phenomena.”248 

It is interesting to observe the dialectic of the metonymic and 
the metaphoric in the ways Nabokov employs the mode of a fairy 
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tale. Appel notes in his commentary to Lolita that “Nabokov has 
called Lolita a ‘fairy tale,’ and his nymph a ‘fairy princess.’”249 Appel 
uncovers a web of references to Hansel and Gretel, Cinderella, 
Bluebeard, the Little Mermaid, etc, as well as comments on extensive 
fairy tale parallels in the fantasy world of Nabokov’s major novels, 
from Invitation to a Beheading, to Pale Fire, to Ada.250 Examples from 
the novel are endless: Grimm Road leads to Quilty’s “medieval 
castle”; Humbert sees himself alternately as “a fairy tale vampire”251 
or “a fairy-tale nurse”;252 the story of Humbert’s infatuation with 
nymphets starts with Annabel, “the initial fateful elf in my life”253 
and ends in Elphinstone and the “Erlkönig” situation of Lolita’s 
disappearance. It is more significant, perhaps, that, in the most 
general terms, the plot of Lolita, as of many other famous novels—
Nabokov liked to point this out in his lectures on world literature—
develops along the lines of archetypical fairy tales. To use Appel’s 
words, “the themes of deception, enchantment, and metamorphosis 
are akin to the fairy tale,” while “the recurrence of places and motifs 
and the presence of three principal characters recall the formalistic 
design and symmetry of those archetypal tales.”254 

In his lectures, Nabokov often reiterated his idea that all 
novels are fairy tales and a great novelist is a combination of  
a storyteller, a teacher, and a magician, a trio in which the magician 
prevails.255	 However, Nabokov’s is a peculiar fairy tale, which 
reverses the fairy-tale denouement (living happily ever after, 
which, incidentally, Humbert offers to Lolita and she rejects). The 
contiguity and repetition of that fairy tale unravel around a center 
of opacity, a secret metaphor, which defies identification. It is  
a peculiar periphery of vision, which is nonetheless central to the 
narrative, much like the field of silence at the center of the loud 
taxonomy of colors in Pierre Bonnard’s late paintings: the symmetry 
of multi-colored tiles and a silent nude (dead?) woman in a tub in the 
middle. The metonymical-allegorical structure of Lolita is, at least in 
part, responsible for the novel’s resilient resistance to any kind of 
symbolic interpretation, and for the frustration of the symbolic as  
a result of “the desire to coincide,” to use once again de Man’s term.256 
Nabokov had tentatively tried the “symbolical” model in another, 
much earlier short novel, The Eye. The subject in it coincides with 
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the object, the observer with the observed, and towards the end the 
novel completely and rather disappointingly exhausts its symbolic 
content. The double in The Eye turns out to be the subject, the same 
deranged voyeur spying on himself, and quite seriously suspected 
by some of his fellow émigrés of being a “double agent” (itself  
a double entendre). The moment the double and the subject finally 
coincide is pointedly described as the merging of the character and 
the reflection in the side mirror of the display window at a flower 
shop. Lolita, however, leaves the tension unresolved, and Quilty 
and Humbert never merge into one. 

The metaphorical mechanism of the metonymical narrative of 
the novel, set in motion by the figure of a double, is resolved by 
Humbert’s realization that his main crime was the murder of Lolita’s 
childhood. The logic of death is the strongest symbolic moment 
of the novel: Mrs. Richard F. Schiller (Lolita) dies in childbirth on 
Christmas Day 1952, giving birth to a stillborn girl, in a remote 
settlement called Gray Star. Humbert would not know that, as he 
writes of Lolita’s unborn child as a boy—a hope for redemption 
and absolution. However, the circular narrative itself lends Lolita 
immortality in words and art. Kubrick’s Lolita, on the other hand, 
does not die, but she does not break our heart either; in fact, she 
does not evoke pity. Kubrick’s Mrs. Richard Schiller is perfectly 
capable of giving birth to an “accidental” boy by her “accidental” 
husband, but she is denied immortality. 

Nevertheless, Kubrick produced a striking translation of 
the overall metonymical narrative of the novel into a different, 
cinematic medium. The film, as has been already said, starts with 
the murder of Quilty. So there is no suspense when, after what can 
be argued was one long flashback, Humbert, at the end of the film, 
enters Quilty’s mansion in a déjà vu scene. He shouts out again: 
“Quilty. Quilty!” Once more there is a draped chair (the viewer now 
knows that Quilty is in it), but a bottle on top of the draped figure is 
missing this time. Humbert apparently has wandered into a parallel 
universe, where everything that we have already seen might not 
have happened. One is reminded of Ada and its protagonist Van 
(not incidentally engaged in the philosophical investigation of the 
nature of time): 
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Van sealed the letter, found his Thunderbolt pistol in the place 
he had visualized, introduced one cartridge into the magazine, 
and translated it into its chamber. Then, standing before a closet 
mirror, he put the automatic to his head, at the point of the 
pterion, and pressed the comfortably concaved trigger. Nothing 
happened—or perhaps everything happened, and his destiny 
simply forked at that instant, as it probably does sometimes at 
night, especially in a strange bed, at stages of great happiness 
and great desolation, when we happen to die in our sleep, but 
continue our normal existence, with no perceptible break in the 
faked serialization, on the following, neatly prepared morning, 
with a spurious past discreetly but firmly attached behind. 
Anyway, what he held in his right hand was no longer a pistol 
but a pocket comb which he passed through his hair at the  
temples.257

Nabokov’s narrative, as well as Kubrick’s film, is a metonymical 
universe abounding not only in doppelgängers but also in parallel 
realities—a breeding pool of possibilities, a Borgesian “jardin de 
caminos que se bifurcan” (“the garden of forking paths”). Viewed 
from the point of view of Benjamin’s “after-life” of a literary 
work and especially its Derridean re-interpretation, Kubrick’s 
cinematic translation of Lolita is extremely successful despite 
all its limitations. The capacity of a text to live on depends on its 
continual reinterpretation, unlimited by one fixed meaning. The 
metaphorical/metonymical dialectic in Kubrick’s film and Nabokov’s 
text—a Derridean double bind of the text being paradoxically both 
translatable and untranslatable, both achieving and redeploying  
a meaning—works towards similar ends: the impossibility of organic 
totality or of any non-ironic, morally grounded, and semantically 
fixed conclusion. 

Lyne’s Lolita, from a screenplay by Stephen Schiff, arrived in  
a storm of controversy almost forty years after Kubrick’s film. Carolo 
Pictures bought the film rights in 1990 from the Nabokov estate; 
the project was “blessed” by Dmitri Nabokov, who never liked 
Kubrick’s version in the first place. However, four screenwriters 
later, the film went into production only in 1995. Speculations were 
rife that the “R” rating required for major distribution might not be 
obtained and that the film would go directly to cable. The reasons 
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for the difficulties of the new Lolita are perfect examples of how 
cinematic translation (adaptation) is directly influenced by what 
Iurii Tynianov and the Formalists would call “extra-linguistic” 
reality. The movie studios rejected the new Lolita because it was 
“too expensive, it had little star power and its potentially offensive 
sex-with-a-child subject matter made the two-hour-and-seventeen-
minute film commercially risky.”258 The underlying truth, however, 
was that many distributors had been scared away from being 
associated with a pedophile movie at the time of the JonBenét 
Ramsey murder in the US and the pedophile murder scandal in 
Belgium. There were other considerations as well. Lyne’s previous 
films had been big commercial crowd pleasers (Flashdance, Fatal 
Attraction, Indecent Proposal), while with Lolita, he could not expect 
more than an art-house audience. “Nobody expected Mr. Fatal 
Attraction to turn out an art film; maybe that’s why the budget was 
allowed to mushroom (to more than $50 million), as production 
took place all over the United States,” observed Caryn James, whose 
comments on Lyne’s Lolita in a review entitled “A Movie America 
Can’t See” were among the most enthusiastic.259 The film could not 
be sold on its sex-appeal and did not “come with the artistic cachet 
that leads to Academy Award nominations.”260 Many distributors 
claimed they just did not like the film enough to take risks for it. 
In sum, as one of the business people of Hollywood wryly said, “If 
you’re going to offend the parents of America, you might as well do 
it with a film you love.”261

The irony, of course, was that Lyne’s Lolita was shown freely in 
Europe. In Paris, for example, as Anthony Lane wrote at the time in 
The New Yorker, “‘Lolita’ can be viewed any day by anybody. Well, 
almost anybody: ‘Int.—12 Ans,’ say the movie listings, in unfortunate 
shorthand. The phrase sounds dirtier than anything onscreen, but 
it simply means that children under twelve are forbidden to see 
the movie.”262 Eventually, Lyne’s Lolita was released by the Samuel 
Goldwyn Company, an independent distributor, in New York and 
Los Angeles in September 1998, and then in selected theaters around 
the United States. The reviews, with the exception of the Los Angeles 
Times, were generally much more positive than the distributors 
had expected, but whether and how this new cinematic translation 
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truly contributed to the “after-life” of the original (to use Benjamin’s 
term) is an altogether different question.

The new Lolita is a story about child abuse, in which the viewer 
is left with no doubt about who is right and who is not. The paradox 
is that Lyne’s version claims to be more faithful to the original. It 
supposedly enjoyed somewhat greater freedoms of representation 
than those available to Kubrick, when he had to contemplate the 
possibility of a marriage between Humbert and Lolita because 
of the proprieties of the time. To be fair to Lyne, these freedoms 
were still necessarily limited: whether he contemplated including 
actual sex scenes in his film or not, the 1996 Child Pornography 
Prevention Act limited his options. A body double had to be used 
in all scenes suggesting sexual behavior by a minor and all such 
scenes had to be discussed with a lawyer. Also, Dominique Swain’s 
mother served as her on-set chaperone: “a deliciously Charlotte-
like deal.”263 Uncensored “fidelity to the letter” of the original in 
Schiff’s screenplay, which lovingly restored some of the “cinematic 
devices” of Nabokov’s novel, should have led to greater fidelity 
in the novel’s cinematic representation. Such fidelity supposedly 
depends on resemblance to the original and thus on the figure of 
analogy (rhetorically, repetition with a difference). Peter Brunette 
and David Wills point out in their Derridean take on film theory: 

Analogy introduces difference while retaining a close resemblance 
to that which it represents. Thus there are good and bad analogies 
according to whether the resemblance is preserved or difference 
asserts itself as rupture. What at first was necessary then becomes 
an imitation threatening to replace or distort its model. Cinema . . .  
is caught in such a paradox. A discourse such as realism, which 
rests on the image’s analogical relation to reality, leads straight to 
questions of close or distant analogy, and close or distant quickly 
becomes a matter of good or bad.264 

The double-bind of Lyne’s film is precisely that the supposed 
analogical resemblance (and thus greater fidelity) to the original text 
of the novel becomes confounded with what in such an analogical 
model would be the originary truth of the “real,” “the identification 
of the subject with the world.”265 Inevitably, morality keeps coming 
in through the back door. One symptomatic review of the film finds 
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Nabokov’s original to be “cold, self-adoring and mean-spiritedly 
misogynistic.”266 Accusing Nabokov of being shielded by layers of 
irony from the underlying truth of his hatred for adult womanhood, 
the review simplifies the problematics of the novel to Humbert 
being “sick, sick, sick” and the author having too much contempt 
for Freud to “allow any subtextual intrusions into [the author’s] 
stylistically sealed cosmos.”267 In an exaggerated way, the review 
does delineate a new landscape, in which child abuse is worse 
than murder. Therefore, one of the implied conclusions would be 
that infidelity to so “suspect” an original would be nothing short 
of virtue. Symptomatically, despite lifting whole passages from 
Nabokov’s novel, the film remains unfaithful to something essential 
in its “spirit,” and this is clearly perceived as praiseworthy by 
Andrew Sarris. Thus he points out that, compared to the earlier 
film (and that “nasty” original!), “the new Lolita generates more 
emotion than was ever contemplated in the predominantly comic 
conception of the Kubrick version.” Within the same context, he 
also notes that Ennio Morricone’s “warmer and more poignant 
score” is infinitely preferable to Riddle’s “cooler and more sardonic 
accompaniment.”268 

In a more subtle way (and in friendlier reviews), fidelity comes 
to be understood in its narrow sense and thus, for example, the 
subtlety of language is equated—by the rule of equivalence in 
cinematic terms—to the subtlety of the actor’s voice. James writes: 
“Language is essential to Lolita, and Mr. Irons captures Humbert’s 
voice perfectly.”269 Jeremy Irons is indeed an excellent actor, who 
was capable of taking on a role so thoroughly defined by Mason. 
He and Mason, as Lane notes, “boast two of the most beautiful 
voices in the history of cinema.” Comparing them to Claude Rains 
and George Sanders, he further says that all of them, “exiled 
Englishmen,” leave one with “the abiding suspicion that there is 
something dangerous in the deracinated.”270 Irons seems to keep 
Mason at the periphery of his vision, but otherwise it appears that 
all of the leading actors in Lyne’s film are intentionally preoccupied 
with a radically new translation of their characters that departs 
drastically from their counterparts in Kubrick’s film. Irons looks 
younger and thinner than Mason, and every bit any contemporary 
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girl’s dream, but his pained, remorse-imbued performance leaves 
no room for irony, which is such an essential part of Humbert’s 
personality in the novel. When one recalls Humbert’s sarcastic 
grin as he reads Charlotte’s love letter in Kubrick’s film, a curious 
realization hits home: Irons never smiles. Charlotte (Melanie 
Griffith) is screechingly non-exuberant. Quilty (Frank Langella) 
is unplayfully morbid and dangerous. Finally, Swain, a far better 
actress than Lyon, is all exaggerated teenage petulance, braids and 
braces, and acting out, not a poised and coolly ironic coiffed blonde. 
The rewriting of the characters might make them more “believable” 
(a characteristic evoked by many reviewers), but one cannot fail to 
notice that this “believability” implies an assumed referent outside 
Nabokov’s text: believable because teenage girls are like this in 
“reality”; believable because a self-reflexive child-molester would 
be pained by pangs of conscience, etc. In other words, it seems to 
imply that unambiguous meaning is firmly anchored within the 
system of representation offered to us.

There are fairly straightforward ways for Lyne’s film to claim 
its faithfulness to the novel, such as, for example, moving the action 
back to 1947 (with all appropriate period paraphernalia and music) 
and extending Humbert’s flashback to the times when his obsession 
with nymphets began. This flashback to Humbert’s childhood 
is appropriately gauzy and pretty (Ben Silverstone and Emma 
Griffiths-Malin play the fourteen-year-old Humbert and Annabel). 
The photography by Howard Atherton is wistfully nostalgic 
and dreamy. Nothing helps, however, and the film sags into  
a melancholic period piece because the period details are easier to 
translate than the ever-shifting meanings of the novel. Such limited 
understanding of fidelity in the cinematic translation accounts for 
taking Nabokov’s words literally but putting them exclusively into 
conscience-stricken voice-overs by Humbert (Jeremy Irons). The 
lack of ambiguity in the film’s message might also be responsible 
for the dreary literalism of some metaphors, such as, for example, 
“whore/child”: Lolita is first seen by Humbert lying on the grass in 
a wet, seductively clinging dress, with a sprinkler rotating slowly 
behind her behind; then she smiles—only to show her braces. 
Another instance of such literalism is the gory bubble of blood on 
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the lips of the dying Quilty. It belongs to a different film, perhaps 
of a horror-flick variety. “Word-for-word” fidelity in demonstrating 
“a big pink bubble with juvenile connotations” growing “to the 
size of a toy balloon”271 does not achieve its goal because it cannot 
playfully extend itself to incorporate the next paragraph’s “every 
shed drop of his bubbleblood” or the two flies on what remains of 
Quilty, “beside themselves with a dawning sense of unbelievable 
luck.”272 Citationality and wordplay undermine representation 
“until the referent can no longer be found,” which in the novel calls 
the very “reality” of the murder scene irrevocably into question.273 
An argument that the destruction of a human being or the sexual 
corruption of minors are not pretty sights “in reality” would be 
missing the point, for such an argument assumes a mimetic mode 
of translation: the intelligible precedes the visible, and the visible is 
but an imitation of the intelligible. 

Perhaps most telling is the overall metaphorical framework of 
Lyne’s Lolita. Humbert apologizes in the end for everything he has 
done to Lolita in destroying her childhood. The film starts on the 
road: Humbert, after having murdered Quilty, drives dangerously, 
and one hears the famous lines: “Lolita, light of my life, fire of 
loins. My sin, my soul.” The film ends with the actual (and quite 
graphic) scene of Quilty’s messy destruction and Humbert yet 
again driving, dangerously swerving, followed by the police. He 
gets out of the car, walks through the field and watches the town 
below from the hill. The town is filled with voices and laughter of 
children at play but, as the voiceover announces, the real anomaly is 
the absence of Lolita’s voice from this chorus: the conclusion on the 
evils of child abuse is made. However, the very last frame is once 
again Lolita’s sleepy head hitting the pillow on the night she spends 
with Humbert in the Enchanted Hunters Hotel, before anything 
happened. The metaphorical return is to the pivotal moment in 
the protagonists’ fates, when everything, if replayed, could have 
gone differently. Nevertheless, unlike the uncannily different 
déjà vu in Kubrick’s Lolita, this return is not open-ended; life does 
not afford an endless bifurcation of time, and the message is that 
of regret, repentance, and controlled horror at the irrevocability  
of the past.
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Kubrick’s film, with all its defects—Lolita’s ridiculous, frilly 
nightgown and the slapstick struggle of an old black servant with 
a collapsible bed notwithstanding—is infinitely more interesting 
than Lyne’s and, in a strange way, more faithful to the metonymical 
spirit of Nabokov’s text with its defiance of final interpretation 
and resilience to symbolic identification. The epithet “bizarre,” 
applied to Kubrick’s version by some of the reviewers of Lyne’s film, 
might be its best compliment, for the film adequately translates by 
cinematic means the inherent “bizarreness” of the original Lolita. 
What could be more bizarre, after all, than making a romantic 
protagonist a creepy child molester?274 Irony and doubleness are 
bound to disappear from a text that claims moral clarity. Lyne’s film, 
writes Lane in his generally positive review, “is not risky enough: it 
turns down the bright, rampant polyphony of Nabokov’s creation 
until we are left with a tone of reedy regret.” He adds: “The film 
is seldom funny; the novel is seldom anything but.”275 At the end 
of his review, Lane wonders what Nabokov, “hunter of lost youth 
and scourge of nostalgia,” would have thought of it all.276 One does 
not know what Nabokov would have made of it, but there are 
indications that his Dr. Ray would have rejoiced at a review calling 
the new film “a tragic morality tale.”277 

The process of actually turning the script into the film, 
Kubrick’s reinterpretation of Nabokov’s screenplay, is akin to 
Heideggerian Umdeutung (“reframing,” “reinterpretation”). 
This form of translation, according to Heidegger, constitutes the 
transition to a different domain of experience; the difference in 
this case is not rhetorical but hermeneutic. Heidegger claims that  
a poet is only the hermeneut, the translator of language, not the user. 
Both Kubrick and Lyne engage in reinterpretation, but Kubrick’s 
“reinterpretation” intuits the metonymical nature of Nabokov’s text 
and on a different level reproduces that nature. It is, in this sense, 
more true (in Heidegger, translation always has to do with truth) 
to the original than the “truer,” more textually reverent version of 
Lyne. 
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