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When I was a young man and first encountered Lolita I was pleasantly taken with the audacity of the

good Professor Vladimir Nabokov's intent. Like most undergraduates it was clear to me that

"shocking the bourgeoisie" was always good sport. Now that some decades have passed and I

have had the opportunity to re-read the novel and then to read it a third time with the insights

provided by Professor Alfred Appel's annotations, I can only say, it is a singular pleasure and a

troubling experience.Lolita is everything a great novel should be, challenging us intellectually,

disturbing us emotionally, leading us to fascination and revulsion, making us question our values

and our preconceptions while compelling us to turn the pages. A close and sober reading leaves

one feeling a kind of tristesse, as the French say, that cannot be easily dismissed. On the one hand,

the conception and development of the novel is brilliant. The language is Joycean, the ironies

delicious, the plot twists delightful, the theme compelling, the characters indelible, the milieu

veracious.On the other hand, the "unreliable narrator"--I never liked that term: he's reliable; he just

isn't admirable--who is the novel's central character, Humbert Humbert, the Old World dirty

middle-aged man taking sexual advantage of a child whom he has trapped, is without doubt a vile

creature. And yet--and this is part of the genius of the novel--one cannot help but identify with his



tainted love, his hopeless, doomed passion. And indeed one even identifies with the task he has

perversely inherited, that of looking after a teenaged girl and keeping her out of harm's way, a

formidable task with which almost any parent can identify.
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