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Introduction

The ambiguous nature of Humbert's narratiohatita has been debated by critics ever since
its controversial publication in 195%n inherent abundance of lengthy evocative passage
about young girls incited more than a few to wonalkether Nabokov did not share some of
Humbert's sentiments. In order to counter suctgatiens Nabokov added an afterword to
the American edition, “On a book entitled Lolit@ttempting to clear up several
misconceptions about the book. He plainly statashk does not share Humbert's morals and
disagrees with him on several other subjects (Ri¥r notes that despite this statement
many critics were still not convinced. They claintkdt Nabokov’'s championing of

“aesthetic bliss” in fiction shows that the desajriLolita encourages the reader to sympathize
with Humbert rather than Lolita. Pifer argues tthegse critics have missed the many signals,
embedded in the discourse, with the purpose ofigatvie reader break identification with the
narrator (186).

That the author himself feels compelled to inteeven the debate says something about
the narrative tour de fordsolita arguably is. The intrinsic complexity ever presant
Nabokov’'s body of work is very much noticeabld_wmiita. The large amount of levels in it
makes it a daunting prospect to add my voice tactmindrum of Humbert’s narration.
Moreover, its narrative has divided researcherstind discernable camps, those who deem
Humbert unreliable and those who do not. It is aldyimore relevant to research the issue of
Humbert’s reliability as narrator because of ther@helming amount of signs of unreliability
the reader perceives when readirujta.

I will, with this essay, attempt to elucidate ugbe narration irLolita, concentrating on
Humbert’s unreliability. In order to do this a defion for the term ‘unreliable narrator’ is
provided along with previous relevant research liRieg the near infinite possibilities of
study, | will limit myself to detailing three asgs®f unreliable narration ibolita. These are
Humbert’'s alleged insanity, his direct addressabéaeader and perhaps most palpable in the
novel, his eloquent use of language. The focusheilbn analyzing textual signals in the
discourse thereby gathering evidence for his uaipdity and thus hopefully shedding some
light upon his function in the novel.

! All references in this essay are to the edition jshled by Penguin Books, 1995.



Definition of unreliable narration

The purpose of this section is to establish thertitecal groundwork on which this essay is
based. The following paragraphs expound on theegiraf the unreliable narrator, detailing
its inception, relevant subsequent research amadl\fiproviding a conclusive definition.
Additionally, a method for identifying unreliable@mation is illustrated by an inclusive list of
textual signals.

The term unreliable narrator was famously coingdayne Booth in his seminal
Rhetoric of FictionIt has been of notable importance in narratolamigitudies ever since its
introduction in 1961. I Companion T&arrative Theory Ansgar NUnning states that
Booth’s definition of the unreliable narrator igttefinition given in the majority of scholarly
articles and narratological works (89). Booth deéinhe reliable and unreliable narrator in the
following way: “I have called a narrator reliabldv@n he speaks for or acts in accordance
with the norms of the work (which is to say the lrag author's norms), unreliable when he
does not” (158-59). In other words, when a narrakmresses values and perceptions that
strikingly diverge from those of the implied autha is deemed unreliable (Olson 93).
Moreover, once a narrator is deemed unreliable this unreliability will be consistent
throughout the work, according to Booth (158).

When a narrator is unreliable there is a configttveen the narrator’s presentation and
the rest of the narrative which makes us suspedihcerity. We read between the lines and
come to the conclusion that the narrator is emfigrholding the true version of the story or is
lacking the ability to tell it (Chatman 149, 23Burther, Rimmon-Keenan specifies three
sources of unreliability; the narrator’s limiteddwledge, his personal involvement, and his
guestionable morals (100-101). More specificalgtérs which may contribute to narratorial
unreliability is when the narrator is young andxperienced or afflicted with low 1Q. These
are both cases of limited understanding and knaydeW@hen narrators display a personal
involvement the story, they portray charactersvanés in a subjective way (perhaps having
an ulterior motive). Lastly, if the implied authdoes not share the narrator’s moral values
then his morals are considered questionable. yf doeshare moral values then the narrator is
unequivocally deemed reliable, no matter how mgnaprehensible his views may seem.

Unreliable narration falls under the umbrella terhirony (Keen 43). Irony provides
the means for creating the distance between thkadhauthor and the unreliable narrator.

The author is able to include as well as excludelees in a subtle way. The readers who are



in possession of the necessary information to gitaesjrony enter into secret collusion with

the implied author against those who do not gepthiet. Putting this into the context of
unreliable narration, the narrator himself is edeld from the values and understandings
between the implied author and the reader. Theeafentioned distance is thereby established
(Olson 93; Booth 304).

In order to detect unreliability, the reader madopt an interpretive strategy which
involves reading against the grain and assumingiiderstanding of the unspoken values that
are communicated by the implied author. This sipatecludes the detection of textual
signals (Olson 93). Ansgar Niinning has devisednaptehensive list of textual signal§1)
the narrator's explicit contradictions and othec®pancies in the narrative discourse; (2)
discrepancies between the narrator's statementactiots; (3) divergences between the
narrator's description of herself and other charattescriptions of her; (4) contradictions
between the narrator's explicit comments on otharacters and her implicit characterization
of herself or the narrator's involuntary exposurbearself; (5) contradictions between the
narrator's account of events and her explanatiodsrdaerpretations of the same, as well as
contradictions between the story and discourseptf@r characters' corrective verbal remarks
or body signals; (7) multiperspectival arrangement®vents and contrasts between various
versions of the same events; (8) an accumulatisarméarks relating to the self as well as
linguistic signals denoting expressiveness andestibjty; (9) an accumulation of direct
addresses to the reader and conscious attemptetottie reader's sympathy; (10) syntactic
signals denoting the narrator's high level of eorwl involvement, including exclamations,
ellipses, repetitions, etc.; (11) explicit, selferential, metanarrative discussions of the
narrator's believability; (12) an admitted lackreliability, memory gaps, and comments on
cognitive limitations; (13) a confessed or situatielated prejudice; (14) paratextual signals,
such as titles, subtitles, and prefaces (Olson 93).

In recent times several scholars have taken igalréttitude against the traditional
understanding of the unreliable narrator. Nunnimgfsudiation of the implied author concept
in favor of a reader-response approach is perlpsbst notable example (Zerweck 151).
NUnning’s criticism pertains to the way Booth’sidé@fon of unreliable narration heavily

emphasizes the distance between the narrator anchhied author. He states that the

2 Olson adapted these signals from a German artichiioying, "Unreliable Narration zur Einfuhrung: Grundeug
einer kognitiv-narratologischen Theorie und Analysglaubwurdigen ErzahlendJnreliable Narration: Studien zur
Theorie und Praxis unglaubwurdigen Erzahlens in eleglischsprachigen ErzahlliteratuEd. Ansgar Ninning. Trier:
WVT, 1998. 3-40.



definition is inherently flawed since the conceptre implied author itself is vague: “The
main objections to the concept of the implied authaolve its lack of clarity and theoretical
incoherence” (NUnning 92). He finds reader resp@mskthe cultural frameworks that readers
bring to texts more important when it comes to clitg unreliability. Nevertheless, he
acknowledges the importance of textual signals wdetarmining unreliability (Ninning 105).

In response to the recent criticism Booth arghasthe version of the author that is
projected onto the text is in a sense more gerthane the flesh and blood author. In the
process of writing the author actively erases #wgspof himself that he does not like,
resulting in a sublime version of himself - freerfr faults in characteNarrative Theory85).
Booth admits that the actual text is separated ttorcreator in that it is always subjected to
different readings. Yet he contends that at the thwriting, the text and the real-life author
are identical; thus he assigns importance to theiéah author Narrative Theory86).

In summary, this essay favors the concept ofrtiied author and the definition of
unreliable narrator as given by BoothTihe Rhetoric of Fictioif158-59). Unreliable
narration occurs when there is a rift between tilaes of the narrator and the implied author
(Olson 93). This rift is put into context by irortyy which the implied author is
communicating unspoken points over the head oh#neator to readers (thereby excluding
the narrator) (Olson 93). There are three sourtasmliability, limited knowledge, personal
involvement, and questionable morals (Rimmon-Keer@01101). Furthermore, detecting
textual signals is a method for the reader to iflean unreliable narrator (Olson 93). The list
of textual signals, devised by combining Nunnirgysl Booth’s research, is the preferred
means of identifying unreliable narrationLialita. Not all of the signals are applicable to
Lolita, but those that are will be used in the study.

Humbert’s insanity

That Humbert Humbert is a deeply disturbed charastguickly inferred by the reader. He
can undoubtedly be held accountable for a wideetyanf crimes, ranging from kidnapping of
children to cold-blooded murder. The aim of thistsm is to explore the connection between
Humbert’s unreliability and his mental health andscertain whether Humbert uses insanity
as a means to mitigate his crimes.

Humbert’s contradicting comments on his abilityetell memories provide textual

evidence of his unreliability. He describes himsaifbiguously as “a murderer with a



sensational but incomplete and unorthodox memd@¥7) when trying to recall the first
instance where he notices that he and Lolita arghmirsued on their second trip through the
States. This self-confessed fallibility of memoandurther be observed in the arbitrary
rearrangement of events, such as the instance \Wwkerexes up two separate visits to
Briceland with Rita. He defensively ascribes anami@nce to this mix-up by noting that
“such suffusions of swimming colors are not to s#ldined by the artist in recollection”
(263), perhaps arguing that mishaps are sometimles éxpected when creating art.
Furthermore, in his final reflections on his wokk éxpounds on the elusive nature of the
narrative with the claim that he feels his “slippself eluding [him], gliding into deeper and
darker waters” (308). This slipperiness can berpreted as a decision by the narrator
consciously to present the facts of the storymewvaricative way. It is pointing to an
unwillingness to reveal the more genuine versiohiwfself that can be found in the “deeper
and darker waters” (308).

Standing in contrast to the aforementioned exasngléhe instance where Humbert
refers to himself as “a very conscientious recdrdéer telling Lolita about his plans to
marry Charlotte over the telephone (72). He manstéat it is his “artistic duty” to have the
passage covering his marriage to Charlotte in d@ingesstyle as his journal from that time in
order to avoid biased remarks (71). Furthermores ladle to recall certain happenings with
astounding clarity. Chapter eleven includes seygages of diary writing which he manages
to include in their entirety by claiming to havel@otographic memory (40). Similarly, he
remembers the confessional letter Charlotte wimtarh verbatim, albeit presenting only half
of it, leaving out a lyrical passage about Chaglstbrother and possibly adding the part about
the letter going into “the vortex of the toilet"§&9). Thus Humbert might be deemed
unreliable on the grounds that he considers hintgdifive a duty to retell events with
accuracy at the same time as admitting to haviogmplete memory. Despite being able to
recall diary writings and letters verbatim, he nsixg other events. Revising parts of
Charlotte’s letter and omitting other parts doesimply Humbert being a “very
conscientious recorder”. The revision of the letgeses the question whether this altering of
facts is limited to Charlotte’s letter only.

Further examples of Humbert's mendacious natunebeafound in his interactions with
other characters. Humbert is undeniably no stratwting. Several pressure-filled situations
throughout the novel prove him to be remarkablypade subverting the truth. In the scene
where the Farlows visit the recently widowed Hunblbermakes up a story about having met

the then married Charlotte on a business tripeédStates and commencing a love affair with
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her. The implication that Lolita is the producttbis affair is not lost on Jean. She imparts this
information to John which convinces him also o§thotion and Humbert is therefore able to
avoid questions about Lolita (100-101). Additiosaliations indicative of a duplicitous

nature include the deceitful way in which he mati@harlotte in order to get to Lolita and the
application of Lolita to a private school in Bedeysunder the pretense of being her father.
To sum up, Humbert is inclined to deceive in ordereach his goals.

The reader receives the first inkling of Humbentisntal instability when “John Ray”,
the author of the fictional foreword, suggests thatkidnapping and its subsequent murder
might have been avoided if only Humbert had gone psychiatrist in the crucial summer of
1947 (5). Contending this statement is the fact blemnmakes several visits to sanatoriums
throughout the novel with no noticeable improvenmantis psychological health (in this
regard). Namely, these visits did not affect hisgebsession with under-age girls nor his
murderous tendencies. To what extent he actuaihsene is quite uncertain. He credits his
restoration to the enjoyment gained by deftly tngkthe psychiatrists into making erroneous
analyses of his sexuality, which does not indigasanity (34). Furthermore, Humbert
remarks on his third hospitalization that “[t|heder will regret to learn that soon after my
return to civilization | had another bout with ingg” (34). This passage reads as an
encouragement, aimed to the reader, to take ndies @redicament.

It might therefore be argued that the referencesdanity and sanatoriums are part of a
ruse with the intent to win over the reader. Thaiesions are a way for Humbert to
continuously remind the reader of his mental urthe&lespite the many instances where the
reader is told of iliness, there are few actualatibns where the reader is shown proof of this
predicament. The sole exception can be found iptehawenty-six:

This daily headache in the opaque air of this tdrjadas disturbing, but | must persevere.
Have written more than a hundred pages and nargathere yetMy calendar is getting
confusedThat must have been around August 15, 1947. Dbimk | can go onHeart,
head—everything Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Loita, Lolita, Lolita. Repeat
till the page is full, printer. (109, italics added

This passage is one of the rare glimpses intotésept situation of the narrator. It is situated
in between two scenes, Humbert buying presentkdiitia and his first meeting with her after

Charlotte’s death. The conditions of his confinetraae described and he is showing signs of



fatigue and confusion. The uncertainty concerniaigsl further reinforces the notion of his
unreliability. It has a similarity to the way hexas up events. However, the most significant
parts are his mention of the heart and head apowering the will to continue writing and
the subsequent repetition of “Lolita”. It is prolbalhat the “heart” refers to his obsession
with Lolita and the “head” to his psychological pkems. Humbert is trying to convey that
the combination of these two is the source of hiblems. This connection can also be
descried in chapter twelve where he implies thatpthssion he feels for Lolita borders on
insanity, risking him to be hospitalized at a sanatn yet again (56). The concluding
repetition of “Lolita”, up to the point of filling whole page, is presumably meant to signify a
mental breakdown. Nevertheless, this sole instaniresufficient proof of mental illness. The
repetition is more likely Humbert explicitly asseg his claims of illness.

In summary, textual signals that point to Humibetihg an unreliable narrator are the
following: (1) admitting to fallible memory; (2) @ming to have a duty to reproduce texts
according to their original state yet making biasadsions to them; (3) implying the
possession of photographic memory yet mixing upotider of past events; as illustrated by
several examples he makes use of lies to obtaigdails; (4) reiterating ‘Lolita’ which
denotes high emotional involvement; (5) attemptmmfluence the reader by emphasizing
his alleged insanity. The purpose of his memaoarguably to gain sympathy and
understanding from the reader. In order to dolkisverplays his insanity with several
mentions of visits to sanatoriums and a passadedimg a mental breakdown. He wants to
convey to the reader that he has no control oxgefate; insanity and obsession have taken
over. This is possibly one of the furtive methodsulses to shift focus from the fact that he is

a murderer, pervert, and a kidnapper of children.

Addresses to the reader

In the previous section we established that Huntberharrator is artful and furtive in his
ways of trying to attain the sympathies of his exadHowever, he does use a more
conspicuous approach throughout the book as wed.réader is directly addressed numerous
times in the discourse. The amount of instanceshefre this happens is notable and thus
creates incentive for a more in depth analysifisfaspect of Humbert’'s narration. In this
section | will, therefore, scrutinize the methodsbert applies when addressing the reader.

The reader is repeatedly encouraged to take raliéferent observations that Humbert



makes in the discourse. The suggestions to “maiam notions are fairly innocent in
comparison to the more overt attempts Humbert mekdsaw the reader in. Early in chapter
eleven, which consists of a collection of reproadudery entries spanning almost two weeks,
the reader is encouraged to “check the weatheridte Ramsdal@ournalfor 1947” (40;
italics original). The suggestion to check up octgan fictional journals implies a degree of
assuredness in Humbert. He is confident enougffféo @n opportunity for the reader to
verify his claims, prompting the reader not simjgytake note but actually to take action.
There seems to be a desire in Humbert to engagedlder, make him a participant in the
story, not merely be an observer. This is furthestrated by the following comparatively

lengthy passage clearly addressed to the reader:

I want my learned readers to participate in th@edexm about to replay; | want them to
examine its every detail and see for themselvesdareful, how chaste, the whole wine-
sweet event is if viewed with what my lawyer haldech in a private talk we have had,

"impartial sympathy.” So let us get started. | hawifficult job before me. (57)

This passage appears in chapter thirteen, actiagpeslude to a scene where Humbert
manages to surreptitiously please himself whilardgan incognizant Lolita sitting close
beside him in a couch with her legs on his kne#sréstingly, Humbert is putting himself at
risk here by asking the reader to be especiallgmiasit. This display of confidence is
arguably unwarranted, however, since despite HursbeEloquent descriptions of the
subsequent scene it is anything but innocuousm@ue succinctly, he gains pleasure at the
expense of Lolita’s innocence. To conclude, bo#séhinstances of addressing the reader are
indicative of Humbert being very conscious of l@adership and the reactions he wishes to
provoke.

Humbert consistently ascribes different qualiteeghe implied reader throughout the
discourse. Several instances of addressing thereadlearned reader” imply that he likes to
think of his readership as part of an intellectyralup. Humbert, with his air of European
sophistication, is trying to find common groundwihe reader. He wants the reader to
identify with him. An additional example of intejience assigned to the reader can be found
in chapter twenty-nine. In this scene Humbert me#tts Lolita again after her disappearance
three years earlier. She is heavily pregnant arte geluctant to impart the name of the man
with whom she disappeared. When, after some paosyahe finally mentions the name



Humbert points out that it is “the name that fistutereader has guessed long ago” (272;
italics added). This expectation on the reademteldeduced the identity of Quilty long

before Humbert himself does so is no weak praigbefeader’'s mental capabilities. A

similar method of affecting the reader can be dise@ in chapter thirty-two. After

reminiscing about a few sexually charged momentis olita, Humbert launches a short
criticism of the psychological ideas about childgyd relationship in the mid-twentieth

century and ends the comment noting that he hopas#&ders are unbiased on the issue (285).
The purpose of calling the reader “unbiased” i$ llegawants the reader to be open-minded to
the sort of relationship he enjoys with Lolitac#n thus be argued that what he seeks are not
open-minded readers but rather like-minded readers.

The implied reader is not limited to intellectad#tributes; he reacts and performs
several actions in response to comments made bybEldnm the discourse as well. By
creating reactions in the reader and having hirfoparactions similar to that of a character,
Humbert takes the familiarity with the reader toeav level. The interplay between narrator
and implied reader deepens when the reader takbsasuactive part in the discourse,
especially when this is done in a humorous waig. tiot uncommon for the implied reader to
be assigned the action of laughing at HumberthAtend of chapter twenty-five Humbert is
quite happy with the accidental death of Charldtie,removal of an obstacle in the way of
acquiring Lolita. When ordering a room at the hetgh the name of The Enchanted Hunters,
Humbert engages in his distinctive witty wordplpgndering whether to sign the telegram
“Humbert and daughter”, “Humberg and small daudghtétomberg and immature girl” or
“Homburg and child” (109). Prior to this wordpldyetreader is invited to share the joke when
Humbert expresses his expectations of making #wderdaugh at his antics (109).
Furthermore, in chapter thirty-two, when Humbe &olita are on their first cross-country
trek, the reader is ironically described as beiatigmt and in the possession of meek temper
in comparison to Lolita (139). Although this degtion might seem quite innocent at first it
serves as a reminder of Lolita’s faults of chanad®g doing this comparison Humbert tries to
undermine Lolita’s character with the purpose adpiimg to win over the reader. This
method of gaining familiarity with the reader isndar to the previously mentioned way
Humbert encourages the reader to check up ondadtsttentively examine scenes. They
both seem to have the purpose of drawing the reader

It must be stressed that the reader mentionédlita is not a homogeneous entity. A
narratee can also be distinguished in the discpthiegury. The appearance of the different

signals in the discourse depends on what point Huiwiants to illustrate. In contrast to the
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jury the features of the intellectual are descriketit always with a tinge of humor.
Returning to the reproduced diary in chapter elewanare treated to a scene where Humbert
is visited by Lolita in his room while working. Adt claiming that he could at this moment
kiss her with impunity he describes the readertien to this notion in a parenthesis. The
intellectual reader is described by Humbert asratiis eyebrows travel to the back of his
bald head in surprise (48). A longer passage isdon chapter nineteen, where Humbert
visualizes the reader “as a blond-bearded schathrrasy lips suckindga pomme de sa

canné? (226). The image of a middle-aged intellectual rearerges from these passages. He
is not physically similar to Humbert but shares dige and the intellectuality.

The addresses to the jury are perhaps the mostiam facet of Humbert's
communication to the reader. The issue of Humbertik is central to the novel as he
arguably tries to avoid taking full responsibilftyr his actions. Throughout the novel there
are several instances where Humbert addresseslhimagury. In chapter twenty-eight,
right before the novel’'s climax, Humbert’s firstencourse with Lolita at The Enchanted
Hunters, Humbert expresses regret at startingelationship with Lolita. He exclaims “that
nothing but pain and horror would result from tixeected rapture”, and then ends the
passage with: “Oh, winged gentlemen of the jurg®?%). Humbert is blaming Lolita for his
miseries, implying that Lolita generated pain anddr for him. The addition of “winged” is
interesting since it suggests a celestial qualltictv reinforces the narratee’s position as a
judge of Humbert’'s crimes, since the narrateeus tield above Humbert. A notable
difference between the jury and the intellectudhét the female members of the jury are

sometimes addressed:

| have but followed nature. | am nature's faitiifalnd. Why then this horror that | cannot
shake off? Did | deprive her of her flower? Semsigentlewomen of the jury, | was not even
her first lover. (135)

This passage appears in chapter thirty-three, i shapter which can be interpreted as a
defense speech. Humbert, mentioning a horror thaghnot rid himself off, is perhaps
feeling guilty after having sex with Lolita. He @efds his actions by claiming to follow

nature and tries to excuse his actions by mentiptiat he was not her first lover. He seems

* The French expression “la pomme de sa canne’l&t@ssinto “the apple of his cane”, and has segaahotations.
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to expect the female jury members to make the leatghhdgment of his actions which is why

the chapter ends with a plea aimed at them. Byesddrg the jury Humbert puts himself in a

position to be judged, explicitly by the jury, tharratee, implicitly by the reader. His defense
speech is thus not only aimed at the jury, but atdbe reader.

In conclusion, these different methods of addregstlie reader are an indication of the
narrator’s subjective involvement in the story. Hhert wants to make the reader sympathize
with him by drawing the reader's attention to higuanents and making him a participant in
the story rather than an observer. Additionallyalsgribing different attributes such as
intellectuality and physical features to the imglreader, Humbert seeks to familiarize
himself with the reader. He also seems to wanvtidaharsh judgment by the reader by
addressing a jury and subsequently defending hisrec Lastly, the steady accumulation of
addresses to the reader throughout the novel ancbifiscious attempts to gain the reader’s

sympathy are distinct textual signals of unreligil

The language dfolita

Nabokov has filled_olita to the brink with exquisite metaphors, intricaterdplay, puzzles
and allusions to other authors and their works. gérgasiveness of different workings of the
English language makes its importance to the nandéniable. Nabokov has been considered
a master of prose by critics and | would argue thatdepth present iolita supports this
notion. This depth is especially discernable indhmisice of imbuing the novel’'s narrator,
Humbert, with a faculty for using literary devicasd rhetorical ploys. Ellen Pifer notes in
The Cambridge Companion to Nabokbat readers are warned of Humbert's duplicitous
nature from the outset (187). On the opening padgesanemoir Humbert announces, “You
can always count on a murderer for a fancy proge.5(9). He acknowledges his ability of
distracting readers from the fact that he is a medwith the evocative power of his
language. | will thus, in this final section, expampon the ways Humbert uses language to
conceal his designs from the reader througholita.

The concept of the nymphet is introduced by Hurnibechapter five and is thereafter
referred to many times. He explains that nymphetgals only between the ages of nine and
fourteen, and possess certain characteristics#patrate them from other children: “the fey
grace, the elusive, shifty, soul-shattering, irmidi charm” (17). Humbert adopts a certain

tone when discussing the concept in these passag&sg his nymphets seem otherworldly,
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magical and rare. The nymphet is described as ,'@ytlemon” in contrast to normal
“human” girls, and males risk falling under her édp Additionally, he notes that “time plays
amagicpart”, the nymphet is something ephemeral, somgttiiat can only be experienced
during a limited period of time (17; italics added@he discussion of nymphets in these
passages can be interpreted as Humbert tryingiiamtcize his attraction to young girls. By
adhering to the sublime otherworldliness of nympliet wants to create a justification for his
actions. If Humbert would have opted to excludedbecept of the nymphet in his discourse
it would have affected his portrayal in the novglcking this excuse he would have seemed
even more monstrous than he is in his pursuit difd.o

A similar otherworldliness to that of nymphets @so be distinguished in another
concept, the enchanted hunter. In addition to éleyahe objects of his attraction, the
nymphets, Humbert also seeks to improve his owmstas the pursuer of said object — the
enchanted hunter. It first appears in the novéhasiame of the hotel where Humbert first
has sex with Lolita at the novel's midpoint, “Thedbanted Hunters”. It is also the name of
the school play Lolita had a part in during herdiat Beardsley. The expression being in the
plural in these two instances is important plotexsgnce it arguably does not only refer to
Humbert Humbert, it also includes his counterp@lare Quilty. The hotel serves as a
background to the events leading up to the nowéilisax, Humbert finally obtaining Lolita.
Interestingly, Humbert is not the only enchantedtbuin the place; in one scene he

unwittingly runs into his nemesis, Quilty:

"Where the devil did you get her?"

"l beg your pardon?"

"l said: the weather is getting better."
"Seems so."

"Who's the lassie?"

"My daughter."

"You lie — she's not."

"l beg your pardon?"

"l said: July was hot. Where's her mother?"
"Dead."

"l see. Sorry. By the way, why don't you two lurweith me tomorrow. That dreadful crowd
will be gone by then."”

"We'll be gone too. Good night." (127)

12



The playful inclusion of same sounding words inl€ts replies in this exchange is an
example of Nabokov’s penchant for word garh#tichael Wood describes the scene as
“Humbert’s anxiety getting into the sound of Quityvords” (125). Humbert's unconscious

is signaling the moral turpitude of sleeping withlita. The meeting proves to be fateful since
from this point Humbert is not the only pursuelofita’s affections. The antagonist of the
novel is thereby established. The presence oftitisgonist is again noted when Humbert
asks Lolita about the author of the play in whiblke participates, to which query she answers:
“Some old woman, Clare Something, | guess” (20Qjltpbeing the author of the play with
the same name as the hotel, further linking HumioeQuilty.

The enchanted hunter is a complement to the cowtepe nymphet. The intention is
the same; Humbert seeks to defend his attractignuag girls. This is done by ascribing
otherworldly, magical attributes to himself, beltgchanted”. The implication is that his
actions are guided by the nymphet. He is not inchtrol of himself, having lost himself in
his obsession with Lolita.

This obsession of Humbert’s gives the novel itpetas as it governs his every action.
She is the reason he murders Quilty at the enkdeohovel and ultimately meets his demise in
prison. She is also the reason why he marries Gt@rand almost goes through with
murdering her. In Humbert’s life Lolita is “abovadover everything there is”, none of the
other people he starts relationships with seengsitapare to her (45). Charlotte is
contemptuously referred to as the Haze woman. dinistance of first name serves to create
a distance to Charlotte in contrast to Lolita, vilhalmost always referred to on a first name
basis. Even Humbert's first love, Annabel, doesaummhpare to Lolita in Humbert's mind as
she does not gain the same status, being referasld “faunlet” as opposed to nymphet (16-
17). Moreover, Amit Marcus argues that Humbert taehis own fantasy version of Lolita,
reducing her to an aesthetic object. This reductizables him to take advantage of Lolita
without feeling much guilt, since she has becom®eeee artistic representation (187). His
callousness is exemplified in chapter three wheidéd_breaks down and cries after having
sex with him. He exultantly refers to her burstintp tears as “a salutary storm of sobs” (169),
showing no regret whatsoever. Humbert is, howewarwholly unable to feel guilt as is
illustrated by the previously mentioned run in w@@nilty at The Enchanted Hunters.

Humbert acknowledges the injury he caused Lolitanats. This acknowledgement becomes

* Incidentally, Vladimir Nabokov appears as an anagrathe novel. The author Vivian Darkbloom is off-hadty
mentioned a few times (Wood 124).
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gradually more explicit in the second half of tlevel. Marcus argues, however, that he never
fully realizes the harm he has done to Lolita (187)

In conclusion, Humbert uses the concepts of tmeptyand the enchanted hunter to
glorify his attraction to young girls. He emphasizke magical properties of both in an
attempt to veil his motives. The enchanted huntercept is also used to connect Humbert to
his enigmatic counterpart Quilty, who is the antagbof the novel. Furthermore, Humbert is
able to feel guilt to some degree. His reductiohalita to an aesthetic object works, however,
to the detriment of the child as he never becomkg dware of the degree of harm he has
inflicted. Lastly, two types of textual signals atiscernable in this aspect of Humbert's
narration. First, there is an admitted lack ofateility in that Humbert admits to being able to
distract the reader with his language. Seconddéseriptions of the nymph and the enchanted
hunter concepts denote subjectivity. The readexp®sed to Humbert's personal view of his

love for young girls in several passages.

Conclusion

The aim of this essay was to assess Humbert'sitmas an unreliable narrator lodlita.
This has been done by analyzing textual signatsardiscourse, using NiUnning’s ample list.
Three aspects of Humbert’s narration were takemadonsideration, his alleged insanity, his
direct addresses to the reader, and his use afidaegy

The high number of textual signals of unreliapitiietected in the discourse provides
ample evidence for Humbert’s unreliability. To sum eight different textual signals were
identified when putting all the aspects of Humlgertarration together. The largest number of
signals can be distinguished in Humbert's use sdiity to affect the reader. This prevalence
of signals notwithstanding, an equal amount of irtgoece can arguably be ascribed to the
signals discerned in his addresses to the readandmns language, because of their
conspicuousness in the discourse.

Humbert’s unreliability is established by his meral involvement in the story and his
guestionable morals. He is constantly trying tonghe reader’s sympathy throughduatita.
His motivation for this is an initially slight sem®f guilt for using Lolita, which grows and
becomes more and more pronounced during the cotitke novel. He wants to avoid taking
responsibility for his actions, more specificalheteventual murdering of Quilty and perhaps

most significant, for robbing Lolita of her childbao.
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As an unreliable narrator Humbert employs sewdifldrent methods in attempting to
affect the reader. Overplaying his insanity in salvestances, he implicitly tries to convey a
sense of loss of control over his life and therglhynning responsibility. While being
somewhat unstable, his mental health is argualitgidan he wants to admit. Moreover, his
duplicitous nature is explicitly exemplified by hdgect addresses to the reader. By
addressing the reader directly he wants to makeethder into more of a participant in the
story, attempting to draw the reader’s attentiondatons he wants to illustrate in the
discourse. Additionally, ascribing the implied readith attributes and actions can be
interpreted as an attempt to familiarize himsethwhe reader. By referring to a jury, the
narratee of the novel, he puts himself into a pmsMvhere he can be judged, but this is also a
position from where he defends his actions. Lasidyyuses language subjectively in order to
affect the reader. Humbert’'s introduction of the@epts of the nymphet and the enchanted
hunter (into his story) can be interpreted as ateawor to distract the reader by glorifying
both himself and his attraction to young girls. Taduction of Lolita to an aesthetic object,
the nymphet, enables him to take advantage of lthout feeling much guilt in the first half
of the novel.

The main function of Humbert, as an unreliableatar, is arguably to break
identification with the reader. The many textugihsils embedded in the discourse create a
distance between narrator and reader, and betwareataor and implied author. They provide
the means for the observant reader to obtain a iclsight into Humbert’s motivations,
thereby hindering the reader to identify himselfhwiumbert. Furthermore, these signals can
be construed as communication from the implied @utt the reader. The purpose of the
signals in this sense is to emphasize the differeamenorals between the narrator, Humbert,
and the implied author, Nabokov. By receiving thiesgual signals, the reader is able to

distinguish between the narrator and the impligti@u
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