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Lolita: The Battle Between Nabokov and Kubrick
Taking a course in Literature can teach a student many things about life; unfortunately, while taking this course, I have come to the realization that too many Americans are laying down great novels in favor of their film and television counterparts. This is obviously not a recent phenomenon; novels have been the inspiration for movies since the rise of film itself. While these movies can certainly bring great entertainment by making some of our favorite stories come to life, they can also create many problems for the weaker-willed individuals in our society. While many of us enjoy reading the great works of American literature, others may choose to simply watch the movie versions; what they do not realize is that they lose so much of the author’s intentions in doing so. This fact is certainly not a secret; for years I have had English teachers constantly reminding me that movies are often extremely poor substitutes for the books they represent. However, I truly understood the truth in their warnings after my experience with Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita. Of all the novels I have had the pleasure of reading during this course, Lolita struck me as the most powerful and intriguing. Thus, when I heard that the great director Stanley Kubrick had collaborated with Nabokov to create the film version of Lolita in 1962, I couldn’t resist grabbing a bag of popcorn and watching the whole 3 hour affair. While the movie was brilliantly directed and just as gripping as the book, I couldn’t help but notice that the numerous (and often necessary) omissions took away from the book’s message. I believe that, because certain elements of the novel have been left out of the film, a person who simply watches the movie will never understand the story the way a reader of the actual novel would. Reading the novel is essential if one wishes to understand the insanity of Professor Humbert, the manipulation of young Lolita, and Nabokov’s message in general.
Kubrick’s version of this disturbing classic lands on the wrong foot from the very start. We are not given any background information on the eerie and manipulative Humbert, which I found to be quite shocking. Humbert’s past sets the tone for the entire novel and explains (or at least seeks to explain) his alarming feelings towards young girls. In the novel, we learn that his obsession with what he dubs “nymphets” begins with a failed consummation of lust with a young girl from his youth. This girl, the young and beautiful Annabel, becomes his most consuming thought when she dies shortly after their brief and frustrating romance. This experience terrorizes Humbert, who lives the rest of his life trying to recreate his first lover. He becomes obsessed with the youthful, boyish bodies of young girls; he even seeks out extremely young prostitutes (or young looking prostitutes, in the case that he can’t have the real thing) during his travels as an adult. He attempts to have normal and appropriate relationships with women, even willing himself to get married. However, he can never shake loose that feeling of loss that haunts him from the moment he loses Annabel. As any reader can tell, Humbert’s past is a sad and complicated web of confusing and embarrassing impulses and emotions; however, the movie makes absolutely no mention of this past. To me, this takes away a lot of the insight into Humbert’s deranged and disturbing mind. The film could lead one to believe that he is, in fact, a perfectly normal human being who has been led astray by a particularly striking young girl. The viewer would be completely wrong in this assumption; Annabel was the first in a succession of young lovers and obsessions, and Lolita is simply the most powerful of her reincarnations. Humbert even tries to turn her into his own personal Annabel by making love to her on numerous beaches, just as he tried to do with his tragic young darling. By stripping away Humbert’s past, the movie also takes away elements of his personality; one who chooses to view the film rather than read the book can never understand how he is absolutely doomed to a life of obsession, paranoia, and danger.
The film version of Lolita, understandably, does not accurately convey the depths of Humbert’s disgusting pedophilia. Because the director could not create too much detail about this character’s disturbing, all-consuming thoughts, we can not really get a sense of how insane he truly is from simply watching the film. This had to have been a very tricky issue for both Kubrick and Nabokov; although the entire point of the novel is to showcase the hideousness of the disorder that is pedophelia, the laws of the time simply could not allow the director to convey the majority of Humbert’s depravity. For instance, Kubrick’s incarnation of the ill-fated Lolita is a fourteen-year-old girl who looks and acts much more mature than a normal girl of her age. Although this doesn’t make our villain’s actions and thoughts morally excusable by any means, it is not as earth shattering to us; any avid TV watcher can watch numerous episodes of “To Catch a Predator”, which feature a bevy of men sexually interested in young teens. In fact, the film’s version of Charlotte even admits to Humbert that she believes it is time for her daughter to take an interest in the opposite sex. However, Nabokov’s Lolita is only twelve years old. She is a mere child, and no mother would want a child so young to sexually desire his or her peers (let alone a grown man). Nabokov’s Lolita is also extremely immature, just as a normal child of her age would be. This fact makes Humbert’s actions much more disgusting; he is not being seduced by a sexually mature teen, but is instead alarmingly excited by the normal activities of a young child. Nabokov’s Humbert is not simply a man enchanted by a beautiful young teenager, but is instead a disgusting pedophile who becomes enthralled at the thought of behaving inappropriately with a prepubescent girl. In fact, while searching for a room to rent before taking up his position at Beardsley College, Humbert specifically looks for young “nymphets” whom he might “coach in French and fondle in Humbertish”. He also admits several times throughout the novel that he takes great pleasure from sitting and watching prepubescent girls play in parks and in swimming pools for hours on end. His daily thoughts are saturated with his sick and twisted obsession. The movie leaves these facts out, which completely changes one’s understanding of his character. In the novel he is clearly a cold, calculating, and evil pedophile, whereas the movie paints him more as an awkward man in an unfortunate situation. Thus, a moviegoer and a reader might come to different conclusions as to our main character’s personality and the level of guilt that should be placed upon him. While the film might even inspire pity for a man who has simply chosen the wrong path, the book shows that he is a deranged criminal who has no business participating in normal society.
Humbert’s character is clearly lost in the translation of the novel from print to film. Also extremely misunderstood is our “heroine”, the childish and impudent Lolita. I mentioned before that the difference in age between the novel’s Lolita and the film’s Lolita is confusing enough; however, the two characters are also given very different personalities. It is true that both the novel and the film portray young Lolita as a very stubborn, flirty, and misguided girl. Both mediums also show that she did, at one point, have something of an interest in Humbert and a definite interest in older men (specifically Claire Quilty). However, the novel certainly takes more of an interest in little Lolita’s personality, especially her ability to be incredibly wily and manipulative. The movie tends to victimize her; she seems to be a wayward teenager who suffers the consequences of becoming Humbert’s lover by being subjected to his iron-fisted and jealous reign. It leaves out the many instances where she uses her beauty and the sick desires of her captor to bring Humbert to his knees (and also to the very brink of insanity). The Lolita of Nabokov’s novel manipulates the pathetic older man to the point where she is constantly showered in luxurious gifts, receiving everything her heart could possibly desire. Although he loves her and would do anything for her, Humbert seems somewhat miserable having to indulge Lolita’s every wish, including viewing all the “silly” movies she wants to see and traveling to many of the destinations she wishes to see during their year long road trip. Towards the downfall of their so-called “relationship”, Lolita even forces Humbert to pay her money for her sexual favors like a prostitute. Seeing as how he agreed to do this on top of providing her with food and shelter and any gift she could possibly think of, it seems that Lolita really milked him for all he was worth. Her manipulation is not really evident in the film, as Humbert’s over-indulgence never really surfaces. Instead, Kubrick’s Lolita seems more docile and complacent, and maybe even romantic. I think the movie focuses much more on Humbert and his issues at hand, rather than showing how Lolita uses him and makes him crazier than he already is. To me, the Lolita character from the movie seems more lifeless, like an agent whose only purpose is to move the storyline along. Nabokov truly gives her life; although his focus is also mainly on Humbert’s thoughts, he gives Lolita a very vivid and interesting personality.
Digressing from characters themselves, I must also note that the language and style Nabokov (or Humbert, depending on how you want to look at it) uses in his novel is given no credit in Kubrick’s film. Humbert’s way with words provides a foundation for the story and adds emotion and desperation as the novel moves along. Because we cannot read Humbert’s personal thoughts in the movie, we are not given a sense of how disturbed he is and how disconnected he is from reality. In the novel, he uses a very extravagant style littered with flowery language and sporadic lapses into French; he is writing a statement to explain his actions, and he shows how intelligent he truly is. One can’t really get that same feeling in the movie. Although one can tell that he is mentally alienated from the rest of society, the novel’s style really shows that he is a man with a very serious problem. Towards the end, when he slowly loses his grip on Lolita and on reality, his speech becomes increasingly desperate and difficult to understand. He makes many strange allusions that require a thorough study of footnotes to understand (let’s just say I’m lucky to have picked up the annotated version of the novel). He constantly laments Lolita’s waning attention, and struggles to hold on to any shred of hope that he might keep her. The movie allows the viewer to understand some level of Humbert’s paranoia when he realizes that he and Lolita are being followed during their final travels, but it is absolutely necessary to read the novel in order to understand that he has completely lost the ability to function as a normal human being.
Finally, and most importantly, Kubrick leaves out the whole idea of the long physical and emotional road that Lolita and Humbert travel together. The film skips the entire year between Lolita’s discovery of her mother’s death and her time in Beardsley, during which she and Humbert travel across America together. Although the movie makes it clear that the two have developed a relationship with one another, it deprives the viewer of the experience of the growth and hardships which that relationship endures. As in other novels that we have read for this course, Nabokov’s road symbolizes change and an attempted escape from the past and its consequences. Lolita and Humbert begin their road almost as if it is their honeymoon; he showers her with attention and gifts and she at least feigns some sort of love in return. However, as their road wears on, Lolita becomes increasingly distant and difficult. Just as we might become restless during a road trip, Lolita becomes bored with her life with Humbert, and she is thought to have strayed from him at times (specifically during their stay at a certain hotel, with a neighboring husband). Contrary to what Kubrick’s film would have us believe, whatever love existed between Lolita and Humbert truly stopped when their arduous road trip finally ended in the small town of Beardsley. This is the point when Lolita begins her attempts to escape from Humbert’s smothering embraces and caresses; she spends more and more time away from her home, and uses her friendships and activities to gain time away from her obsessive oppressor. The movie version of our story makes the emotional separation between our two main characters seem abrupt, which makes Lolita seem like a rather flakey and passive individual. The truth in the novel is that Lolita has been planning her escape for an extensive period of time. From the moment they arrive in Beardsley, she begins to use her friends and her activities away from home (such as her piano lessons and play rehearsals) to spend time with the true object of her desire (Clare Quilty). As roads typically symbolize an escape from our current trials and tribulations, so it does for Lolita; her final road with Humbert ultimately becomes her escape from him and their past, eventually ending in her freedom. In Lolita, Nabokov uses the symbol of the road to convey the great emotion born out of the tragic “romance” between a young girl and her stepfather; the movie takes away this emotion, leaving the story somewhat cold and dry.
By watching Kubrick’s version of Lolita rather than taking the time to pick up the book, one is truly being deprived of an intense and eye-opening experience. The two works of art, though masterful and creative in their own ways, almost present us with completely different stories. Kubrick’s version tells the tale of a mysterious man who falls in love with a wayward teenager and continuously struggles to keep her. Nabokov’s Lolita, the true and pure story, gives us a deranged, cold-hearted, and filthy criminal who essentially captures and rapes a very young girl (who, as it turns out, has a mind of her own). These are two different experiences, and it upsets me that many people have not been able to experience the true insanity of Nabokov’s novel because they chose to watch the movie version. The moral of the story is this: we must resist the urge to become consumed in technology and make an effort to pick up a book every once in awhile. Most of the time, movies are made by directors who experience great difficulty in staying true to the novels they are emulating. Moviegoers must beware; just as they would with Lolita, they might miss out on an incredible experience if they choose not to read classic novels for themselves.
