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Per Ambrosiani 
 
 
Translating forms of address in Nabokov’s Lolita 
 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In Chapter 3, stanza XXXI in Pushkin’s Evgenij Onegin, Tatyana begins her let-
ter by addressing Onegin with vy: “Я к вам пишу — чего же боле? / Что я мо-
гу еще сказать? / Теперь, я знаю, в вашей воле / Меня презреньем наказать. 
/ Но вы, к моей несчастной доле / Хоть каплю жалости храня, / Вы не оста-
вите меня”.1 However, later in her letter she suddenly switches to ty: “То воля 
неба: я твоя; / Вся жизнь моя была залогом / Свиданья верного с тобой;”.2 
The ty form of address continues all the way to the final lines of the poem, 
where Tatyana shifts back to vy: “Кончаю! Страшно перечесть... / Стыдом и 
страхом замираю... / Но мне порукой ваша честь, / И смело ей себя вве-
ряю...”.3 Here Pushkin employs the distinction between the more formal, dis-
tanced vy form of address, and the closer, more emotional ty. We can also see 
this in his well-known poem   : “Пустое  сердечным  / Она об-
молвясь заменила / И все счастливые мечты / В душе влюбленной возбу-
дила. / Пред ней задумчиво стою; / Свести очей с нее нет силы; / И говорю 
ей: как  милы!/ И мыслю: как  люблю!”4 

Vladimir Nabokov, in his translation of Evgenij Onegin into English, does not 
attempt to recreate the shifts between vy and ty of the source text, although he is 
obviously aware of them.5  In addition, in his reconstructed French pseudo-

                                                      
1  Quoted from Puškin (1978: 60f). 
2  Quoted from Puškin (1978: 61). 
3  Quoted from Puškin (1978: 62). 
4  Quoted from Puškin (1977: 58). 
5  Cf. Nabokov (1964: 392) “It is at this point that Tatiana switches from the formal second 

person plural to the passionate second person singular, a device well known in French epis-
tolary novels of the time.” Referring to Nabokov’s comment, Lotman (1995: 625) also 
mentions the shift from vy to ty, noting, however, that “стилистический эффект такой 
смены в русском и французском текстах не адекватен”. 

© Frank & Timme   Verlag für wissenschaftliche Literatur 279



Per Ambrosiani 

 

source text to Tatyana’s letter,6 we can see that Nabokov exactly follows the 
shifts from vy to ty and then back to vy again, see table 1.78 

Table 1. 

lines Russian text (quoted from Pushkin 
1978: 60-62) 

Nabokov’s French reconstruction, based on 
earlier translations into French (quoted from 
Nabokov 1964: 387-389) 

1-7 Я к вам пишу – чего же боле? 
Что я могу еще сказать? 
Теперь, я знаю, в вашей воле 
Меня презреньем наказать. 
Но вы, к моей несчастной доле 
Хоть каплю жалости храня, 
Вы не оставите меня. 

Je vous écris – en faut-il plus? 
Que pourrais-je dire encore? 
Maintenant, je le sais, il est en votre pouvoir 
de me punir par le mépris. 
Mais si vous gardez 
une goutte de pitié pour mon malheureux sort
vous ne m’abandonnerez pas. 

34-
38 

То воля неба: я твоя; 
Вся жизнь моя была залогом 
Свиданья верного с тобой; 
Я знаю, ты мне послан богом, 
До гроба ты хранитель мой ...

c’est la volonté du ciel: je suis à toi. 
Ma vie entière fut le gage 
de notre rencontre certaine; 
Dieu t’envoie à moi, je le sais; 
tu seras mon gardien jusqu’à la tombe ...

72-
79 

Я жду тебя: единым взором 
Надежды сердца оживи, 
Иль сон тяжелый перерви, 
Увы, заслуженным укором! 
Кончаю! Страшно перечесть... 
Стыдом и страхом замираю... 
Но мне порукой ваша честь, 
И смело ей себя вверяю... 

Je t’attends: d’un seul regard 
viens ranimer les espérances de mon cœur ... 
ou bien interromps le songe pesant 
d’un reproche, hélas, mérité. 
Je finis. Je n’ose relire. 
Je me meurs de honte et d’effroi. 
Mais votre honneur me sert de garantie – 
je m’y confie hardiment.

 
Parallel to working on his translation of Evgenij Onegin, Nabokov was also 
working on his novel Lolita, and the connection between these two works has 
been pointed out by several scholars.9 However, with Evgenij Onegin, the Rus-
sian text is primary and the English text secondary – with Lolita it is the other 
way around. In the Russian Lolita, Nabokov could of course use Russian lin-
guistic features that had no immediate counterpart in English. These include, for 
                                                      
6  Within the fictional world of Evgenij Onegin, Tatyana’s letter is presented as being origi-

nally written in French, cf. Evgenij Onegin ch. 3, verse XXVI: “Я должен буду, без 
сомненья, / Письмо Татьяны перевесть. / Она по-русски плохо знала, / 
Журналов наших не читала, / И выражалася с трудом / На языке своем 
родном, / Итак, писала по-французски...” (quoted from Puškin 1978: 62). 

7  The same shift between tu and vous forms of address occurs also, for example, in the later 
French translation of Evgenij Onegin by Jean-Louis Backès (Pouchkine 1996: 114-117): 
“Je vous écrie ; voilà. C’est tout.” […] “Le ciel en avait décidé; / Il l’a voulu : je suis à toi” 
[…] “Mais je compte sur votre honneur”. 

8  Here and in the following, words set with bold indicate pronominal, verbal and other forms 
that shows the distinction between T and V forms of address. 

9  See, for example, Meyer (1984, 1988: 13-38), Barabtarlo (1993: 109, 119). 
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example, the distinction between the ty and vy forms of address: in Charlotte 
Haze’s love letter to Humbert Humbert (part 1, chapter 16), which, by the way, 
Priscilla Meyer sees as a direct counterpart to Tatyana’s letter in Evgenij One-
gin,10 Nabokov employs, similarly to Pushkin, both vy and ty forms of address. 
Both letters begin by addressing the recipient with vy and later shift to ty. Where 
Tatyana’s letter to Onegin shifts back to vy at the very end, Charlotte Haze’s let-
ter shifts several times before ending with ty (see table 2).11 

Table 2. 

part Russian version of Lolita (quoted from Nabokov 2010a: 148f)  

beginning Это признание: я люблю вас […] vy 
 Позвольте мне еще чуточку побредить и побродить мыс-

лю, мой драгоценнейший; ведь я знаю, вы уже разорвали 
это письмо, и его куски (неразборчиво) в водоворот клозе-
та. 

vy 

 Мой драгоценнейший, mon très, très cher, какую гору люб-
ви я воздвигла для тебя в течение этого магического июня 
месяца! 

ty 

 Знаю, как вы сдержанны, как много в вас „британского“. 
Возможно, что вашу старосветскую замкнутость, ваше 
чувство приличия, покоробит прямота бедной америка-
ночки! Вы, который скрываете ваши сильнейшие поры-
вы, должны почесть меня бесстыдной дурочкой. 

vy 

 Мой дорогой, твое любопытство должно быть полностью 
удовлетворено, если ты пренебрег моею просьбой и до-
читал это письмо до горького конца. 

ty 

end Прощай, дорогой мой. Молись за меня – если ты когда-
нибудь молишься 

ty 

 
Thus, in his translation of Lolita into Russian Nabokov employs the ty/vy dis-
tinction, which is not present in his own English source text. This employment 
of target language linguistic distinctions that are unavailable in the source text, 
                                                      
10  Cf. Meyer (1988: 20-23). The connection is also mentioned in the commentary to the Ger-

man translation of Lolita (Nabokov 2005: 604), and in the commentary to the French trans-
lation of Lolita (Nabokov 2010b: 1652). 

11  The repeated shifts between vy and ty in the Russian version of Lolita are mentioned also 
in the commentary to the German translation (Nabokov 2005: 604). 
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of course, happens all the time in translation. In the present context, we will look 
more closely at the specific contrast between the ty and vy forms of address and 
how similar contrasts in other languages have been used by other translators 
than the author of Lolita. 
 
 
2. Forms of address 
 
Clyne et al. (2009), analyzing forms of address in contemporary English, Ger-
man, French and Swedish, emphasize the necessity of a revision of the well-
known Brown & Gilman model of “power” and “solidarity”.12 They propose 
focusing instead on the concept of social distance, offering a “multidimensional, 
dynamic model […] comprising three scales, a set of principles and a number of 
contextual factors”. These three scales include grammatical resources, “V-ness” 
and “sameness”, respectively, which combine with principles of familiarity, ma-
turity, relative age, network membership, social identification and address mode 
accommodation, as well as the contextual factors “domain, institution, medium” 
(Clyne et al. 2009: 156-158). 

Already in 1966 Friedrich (1966: 229-231) identifies four groups with alto-
gether ten components that can be used to describe Russian pronominal usage 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth century:13 

1. the topic of discourse, the context of the speech event (particularly social 
context) 

2. culturally defined categories: (relative) age, (relative) generation, relative 
sex and kinship status (genealogical distance) 

3. social and group phenomena: dialect, group membership and “relative  
authority” 

4. solidarity (emotional affinity or antipathy). 

Friedrich also discusses several examples in classical Russian literature (by 
Lermontov, Gogol, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy and Gorky) where shifts of pronomi-
nal address from vy to ty – or the opposite – occur, sometimes shifting several 
times back and forth such as in the relationship between Raskolnikov and Sonya 
in Crime and Punishment (Friedrich 1966: 239-248). At the end of his analysis, 

                                                      
12  For a presentation of this model see Braun (1988: 15f). 
13  For a short description of Russian forms of address se Schubert (1984: 76-79), Ambrosiani 

(2000: 13-18). 
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Friedrich also draws attention to two special cases of ty use: “expressive” ty and 
“latent” ty, where Pushkin’s poem Ty and Vy (cf. above) is cited as an illuminat-
ing example of the “latent” ty (1966: 248-251). 

Friedrich’s model is taken up by Mühlhäusler & Harré 1990 (pp. 139ff), who 
criticize the “coarse-grained” analysis by Brown & Gilman (1960), and instead 
emphasize the role of contrast and markedness: 

“Throughout this vastly complex set of sociolinguistic conventions and customs we ob-
serve a common theme, namely the role of contrast in the uses we have catalogued. At any 
point in a conversation in which one of these potent pronouns appears we must treat its oc-
currence in terms of a local marked/unmarked distinction. Each of the ten rules [i.e, the ten 
rules proposed by Friedrich 1966/PA] and the many examples of expressive shift depends 
on contextually defined markedness.” (Mühlhäusler & Harré 1990: 141) 

The important distinction between “pronominal” and “nominal” forms of ad-
dress is discussed by Berger 2005, who separately analyzes translations of nom-
inal vs. pronominal forms of address between Russian, German, Swedish as well 
as several other languages.14 Berger concludes that the translation of pronominal 
forms of address is as a rule oriented towards the target language, whereas the 
translation of nominal forms of address usually orients towards the source lan-
guage (p. 32).15 

All of the above analyze motivations for the choice between T and V forms of 
address in a dialogue, whether real or fictional. The letters by Tatyana Larina 
and Charlotte Haze, however, contain no dialogue since individual letters, by 
definition, are monological. Nevertheless, some conclusions can be drawn by 
studying the monological use of these forms of address: these literary mono-
logues are evidently meant to serve as a part of the characterization of the rela-
tionship between the senders (Tatyana Larina, Charlotte Haze) and the explicit, 
though absent, addresses (Evgenij Onegin, Humbert Humbert), as well as of the 
speakers/letter writers themselves.16 

 

                                                      
14  Braun (1988: 11ff) prefers instead a more general distinction between syntactically “bound” 

forms of address, which function as integrated parts of sentences, and syntactically “free” 
forms of address (“forms ‘outside’ the sentence construction; preceding, succeeding, or in-
serted into the sentence), with both types including both pronominal and nominal address. 

15  Cf. Ambrosiani (2000: 26f), who reports a similar contrast in a translation of Raymond 
Chandler’s Playback into Russian. 

16 Cf. Braun (1988: 24-29), who emphasizes that “an address variety is [also] part of the vol-
untary or involuntary self-presentation of speakers”. 
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3. Translating forms of address in Nabokov’s Lolita 
 
In the English version of Charlotte Haze’s letter to Humbert Humbert in part 1, 
ch. 16 of Lolita Charlotte Haze, as expected, addresses Humbert Humbert with 
the pronoun “you”.17 However, as we have seen above, in the Russian version of 
the letter there are several shifts between the vy and ty forms of address: in the 
beginning of the letter Charlotte addresses Humbert with vy, then shifts to ty, 
followed by an immediate shift back to vy. In the last sentences of the letter 
there is a final shift to ty, cf. table 3.18 

Table 3. 

 
 

English version of Lolita (quot-
ed from Nabokov 1991: 67f) 

 Russian version of Lolita (quoted 
from Nabokov 2010: 148f) 

 

1 This is a confession: I love you U Это признание: я люблю вас V

2 Last Sunday in church – bad 
you, who refused to come to 
see our beautiful new win-
dows! – only last Sunday, my 
dear one, when I asked the 
Lord what to do about it, I was 
told to act as I am acting now. 

 На днях, в воскресенье, во вре-
мя службы (кстати хочу пожу-
рить вас, нехорошего, за отказ 
прийти посмотреть на дивные 
новые расписные окна в нашей 
церкви), да, в это воскресенье, 
так недавно, когда я спросила 
Господа Бога, что мне делать, 
мне было сказано поступить 
так, как поступаю теперь. 

V 

3 Now, my dearest, dearest, mon 
cher, cher monsieur, you have 
read this; now you know. 

U А теперь, мой дорогой, мой са-
мый дорогой, mon cher, cher 
Monsieur, вы это прочли; вы 
теперь знаете.

V 

4 The situation, chéri, is quite 
simple. 

 Положение, mon chéri, чрезвы-
чайно простое.

 

                                                      
17 In the following we will, following Clyne et al. (2009: 39), use the letter “U” to indicate 

this form of address, which cannot be identified with either “T” or “V” in languages such 
as, for example, French, German or Russian. Cf., however, Wales (1996: 73-78), who 
notes the presence of a T/V (thou/you) contrast in certain standard language registers, as 
well as in certain non-standard varieties of English. 

18 Here and in the following, we have indicated all syntactically bound forms (second person 
pronouns, verbs in the present and preterite tenses, short form adjectives) that express the 
T/V distinction with bold, and all syntactically free forms with underlining. In table 3, all 
cases of syntactically free forms of address in the letter from Charlotte Haze to Humbert 
Humbert are listed. 
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5 You see, chéri. If you decided 
to stay, if I found you at home 

U 
 

Видите ли, любимый,   
вы решили остаться,   я 
вас застала тут

V 

6 Let me rave and ramble on for 
a teeny while more, my dearest, 
since I know this letter has 
been by now torn by you, and 
its pieces (illegible) in the vor-
tex of the toilet. My dearest, 
mon très, très cher, what a 
world of love I have built up 
for you during this miraculous 
June! I know how reserved you 
are, how “British.” Your old-
world reticence, your sense of 
decorum may be shocked by 
the boldness of an American 
girl! You who conceal your 
strongest feelings must think 
me a shameless little idiot 

U Позвольте мне еще чуточку 
побредить и побродить мыслю, 
мой драгоценнейший; ведь я 
знаю, вы уже разорвали это 
письмо, и его куски (неразбор-
чиво) в водоворот клозета. Мой 
драгоценнейший, mon très, très 
cher, какую гору любви я воз-
двигла для тебя в течение этого 
магического июня месяца! 
Знаю, как вы сдержанны, как 
много в вас „британского“. 
Возможно, что вашу старосвет-
скую замкнутость, ваше чув-
ство приличия, покоробит пря-
мота бедной американочки! Вы, 
который скрываете ваши 
сильнейшие порывы, должны 
почесть меня бесстыдной ду-
рочкой

V 
 
 
 
 
 
T 

V 

7 My dearest, your curiosity 
must be well satisfied if you 
have ignored my request and 
read this letter to the bitter end. 

U Мой дорогой, твое любопыт-
ство должно быть полностью 
удовлетворено, если ты прене-
брег моею просьбой и дочитал 
это письмо до горького конца. 

T 

8 Good-bye, dear one. Pray for 
me — if you ever pray. 

U Прощай, дорогой мой. Молись 
за меня — если ты когда-
нибудь молишься.

T 

 
 

3.1 Translation of syntactically bound forms of address 
 

In his own translation of Lolita into Russian, Nabokov uses the shifts from vy to 
ty forms of address in Charlotte Haze’s letter to Humbert Humbert in order to 
express her changing emotions towards the addressee. If we consider the whole 
sequence of Charlotte Haze’s relationship with Humbert Humbert, from their 
first meeting in chapter 10 to their final confrontation in chapter 22, we can ob-
serve several changes in the “contextually defined markedness” (Mühlhäusler  
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& Harré 1990: 141) of the ty and vy forms of address in Nabokov’s Russian ver-
sion of Lolita. 

In chapter 10, Charlotte Haze addresses Humbert Humbert, her presumptive 
lodger, with vy: “Я вижу, впечатление у вас не очень благоприятное” (Nabo-
kov 2010: 114). This vy form of address is completely normal in this situation, 
and must therefore be seen as unmarked in the given context. 

In chapter 16, as we have seen, Charlotte begins her letter by addressing Hum-
bert with the same unmarked vy as before. Later in the letter she shifts to ty 
(“какую гору любви я воздвигла для тебя”), which here must be seen as marked. 
After several shifts back and forth between the unmarked vy and the marked ty 
Charlotte finishes the letter addressing Humbert with ty (see table 3, above). 

In chapter 19, after Charlotte and Humbert have become married, Charlotte ad-
dresses Humbert with ty: “И я, знаешь, просила бы тебя советоваться со мной, 
прежде чем посылать ей конфеты.” (Nabokov 2010: 165). This ty form of ad-
dress between wife and husband is the expected one, and is consequently seen as 
unmarked. Thus, we can observe a shift in local marked/unmarked distinctions 
between chapter 10-16, with unmarked vy, and chapter 19, with unmarked ty.  

Finally, in chapter 22, in the highly emotional confrontation between Char-
lotte and Humbert, Charlotte shifts back to vy: “Вы – чудовище. Вы отврати-
тельный, подлый, преступный обманщик. Если вы подойдете ко мне, я 
закричу в окно. Прочь от меня! […] Это все ваше. Но только вам не 
удастся никогда больше увидеть эту негодную девчонку. Убирайтесь из 
этой комнаты.” (Nabokov 2010: 181). This vy form of address is not expected 
in a married couple and must therefore be seen as marked. This is an example 
that even the vy form of address can sometimes be emotionally loaded, at least 
against the background of an unmarked ty.19 

In Nabokov’s Russian version of Lolita, we can thus observe a shift in the 
values of the local marked/unmarked distinction between the first and the sec-
ond part of the relationship between Charlotte Haze and Humbert Humbert: in 
chapters 10-16, vy is the unmarked form of address, and ty, introduced in the 
middle of Charlotte’s letter in chapter 16, is marked. After chapter 16 there is a 
“markedness shift”, with ty now becoming the unmarked form of address be-
tween wife and husband. In chapter 22 during the final confrontation between 

                                                      
19  Cf. Friedrich (1966: 247f), who gives an example from Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punish-

ment where Sonya addresses Raskolnikov with vy, showing distance, but also horror and 
estrangement. 

© Frank & Timme   Verlag für wissenschaftliche Literatur286



Translating forms of address in Nabokov’s Lolita 

 

Charlotte and Humbert, the vy form of address is introduced again, now as the 
marked form of address expressing distance. 

So far, we have discussed Nabokov’s own versions of Lolita. We will now 
turn to translations of Lolita into several other languages,20 and attempt to see in 
what ways these translations handle the forms of address that we have analyzed 
above. All these languages, similarly to Russian, contain a distinction between T 
and V forms of address, even if Swedish since the 1960’s has switched more or 
less consistently to an unmarked T in nearly all situations (at least in Sweden-
Swedish, see Clyne et al. 2009: 7-9). Some of the translations include an explicit 
statement about which version of Lolita, the English or the Russian, has been 
used as the source text: thus, the Serbian translation by Flavio Rigonat (Nabo-
kov 2013) and the French translation by Maurice Couturier (Nabokov 2010b) 
are stated as being translated from the English version, whereas the Ukrainian 
translation by Petr Tarashchuk (Nabokov 2008) and the Bulgarian translation by 
Penka Kăneva (Nabokov 1998) are stated as being translated from the Russian 
version.21 As a rule, a comparison of the text of the respective translations with 
the two possible source texts also shows clearly which source text has been 
used. For example, the personal names appearing in the “Paper chase” episode 
in part 2, chapter 23,22 or the reference in part 2, chapter 35, to either Shake-
speare’s Macbeth or Pushkin’s Evgenij Onegin23 clearly indicate whether the 
English or Russian version has served as the source text.24 

                                                      
20  For the present investigation we have studied a limited sample of translations of Lolita into 

Bulgarian, French, German, Italian, Serbian, Swedish, and Ukrainian. 
21  In the preface of the Italian translation (Nabokov 2012: 7) it is mentioned that the translation 

has been compared with Nabokov’s own Russian translation, which serves as an indirect indi-
cation that the Italian translation is based on the English version of Lolita. A similar implica-
tion can be drawn from the commentary to the German translation, which sometimes includes 
special references to the Russian version (see, for example, Nabokov 2005: 587). In the after-
word to the 2007 translation into Swedish it is likewise implied that the translation is based on 
the English source text, although the translator also mentions Nabokov’s Russian translation in 
a discussion of a particular translation problem (cf. Nabokov 2007: 454). Obviously, the two 
Swedish translations of Lolita published before 1967 can only have been translated from the 
English source text, as the Russian version was not published until that year. 

22  For example, “A. Person, Porlock, England” in the English version (Nabokov 1991: 250) 
vs. “П. О. Темкин, Одесса, Техас” in the Russian source text (Nabokov 2010a: 361), cf. 
Ambrosiani (2016: 91f). 

23  Cf. Nabokov (1991: 301) “I have not much at the bank right now but I propose to borrow 
— you know, as the Bard said, with that cold in his head, to borrow and to borrow and to 
borrow” vs. Nabokov (2010a: 420) “у меня сейчас маловато в банке, но ничего, буду 
жить долгами, как жил его отец, по словам поэта”, cf. Ambrosiani (2016: 93). 

24  Cf. also the discussion in Barabtarlo (1993: 109) of the addition in the Russian version of 
Lolita in part 2, chapter 27, of yet a reference to Evgenij Onegin: “Никогда не уедет с 
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The Bulgarian and Ukrainian translations of Charlotte Haze’s letter both rec-
reate the shifts between the V and T forms of address of their Russian source 
text, see table 4 and 5. 

Table 4. 

 Russian version of Lolita (quoted 
from Nabokov 2010a: 148f) 

 Bulgarian translation of Lolita 
(quoted from Nabokov 1998: 151–
153) 

 

1 Это признание: я люблю вас V Това е признание: обичам ви V

2 На днях, в воскресенье, во 
время службы (кстати хочу 
пожурить вас, нехорошего, за 
отказ прийти посмотреть на 
дивные новые расписные окна 
в нашей церкви), да, в это вос-
кресенье, так недавно, когда я 
спросила Господа Бога, что 
мне делать, мне было сказано 
поступить так, как поступаю 
теперь. 

V Тези дни, в неделя, по време на 
черковната служба (тъкмо искам 
да ви смъмря, колко сте лош, че 
не дойдохте да видите чудния 
нов витраж в нашата черква), да, 
тази неделя, толкова наскоро, 
когато попитах Господа Бога 
какво да правя, ми бе отговорено 
да постъпя така, както постъпвам 
сега. 

V

3 А теперь, мой дорогой, мой 
самый дорогой, mon cher, cher 
Monsieur, вы это прочли; вы 
теперь знаете. 

V А сега, скъпи мой, най-скъпи 
мой, mon cher, cher Monsieur, вие 
прочетохте това; сега вече знае-
те.

V

4 Положение, mon chéri, чрез-
вычайно простое. 

 Положението, mon chéri, е ис-
ключително просто. 

 

5 Видите ли, любимый,   
вы решили остаться,   
я вас застала тут 

V Знаете ли, любими,   ре-
шите да останете,   ви за-
варя тук

V

                                                                                                                                                                      
Онегиным в Италию княгиня N.” (Nabokov 2010a: 378). Translations of this sentence 
are present both in the Bulgarian (“Никога няма да замине за Италия заедно за Онегин 
княгиня N.” [Nabokov 1998: 406]) and Ukrainian (“Ніколи не поїде з Онєгіним в 
Італію княгиня N.” [Nabokov 2008: 335]) target texts, but not in the translations made 
from the English source text of Lolita (cf., however, the commentary to the German trans-
lation [Nabokov 2005: 671f], where the presence of the addition in the Russian source text 
is mentioned). 
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6 Позвольте мне еще чуточку 
побредить и побродить мыслю, 
мой драгоценнейший; ведь я 
знаю, вы уже разорвали это 
письмо, и его куски (неразбор-
чиво) в водоворот клозета. Мой 
драгоценнейший, mon très, très 
cher, какую гору любви я воз-
двигла для тебя в течение этого 
магического июня месяца! 
Знаю, как вы сдержанны, как 
много в вас „британского“. 
Возможно, что вашу старо-
светскую замкнутость, ваше 
чувство приличия, покоробит 
прямота бедной американочки! 
Вы, который скрываете ваши 
сильнейшие порывы, должны 
почесть меня бесстыдной ду-
рочкой 

V 
 
 
 
 
 
T 
 
V

Оставете ме още мъничко да 
бълнувам и да бленувам, мой 
скъпоценни; зная, вече сте 
скъсали това писмо и късчетата 
(нечетливо) са във водовъртежа 
на клозета. Мой скъпоценни, 
mon très, très cher, каква планина 
от любов въздигнах за теб през 
този магьосен месец юни! Зная 
колко сте сдържан, до каква сте-
пен сте „британец“. Може би 
вашата старовремска затворе-
ност, вашето чувство за прили-
чие ще бъде шокирано от прямо-
тата на нещастната американка. 
Вие, който скривате най-
мощните си пориви, ще ме смет-
нете за безсрамна нахалница, 

V 
 
 
 

 
T 
 
V

7 Мой дорогой, твое любопыт-
ство должно быть полностью 
удовлетворено, если ты прене-
брег моею просьбой и дочитал 
это письмо до горького конца.

T Скъпи мой, любопитството ти 
сигурно е напълно задоволено, 
ако си пренебрегнал молбата ми 
и си дочел това писмо до гор-
чивия му край.

T 

8 Прощай, дорогой мой. Мо-
лись за меня — если ты ко-
гда-нибудь молишься. 

T Сбогом, скъпи мой. Моли се за 
мен — ако се молиш някога. 

T 

 

Table 5. 

 Russian version of Lolita (quoted 
from Nabokov 2010a: 148f) 

 Ukrainian translation of Lolita 
(quoted from Nabokov 2008: 103-105)

 

1 Это признание: я люблю вас V Це — освідчення: я кохаю вас V

2 На днях, в воскресенье, во время 
службы (кстати хочу пожурить 
вас, нехорошего, за отказ прий-
ти посмотреть на дивные новые 
расписные окна в нашей церк-
ви), да, в это воскресенье, так 
недавно, когда я спросила Гос-
пода Бога, что мне делать, мне 
было сказано поступить так, как 
поступаю теперь. 

V Кілька днів тому, в неділю, під 
час відправи (до речі, хочу 
дорікнути вам, недоброму, за 
відмову піти подивитися на диво-
вижні нові розмальовані вікна 
нашої церкви), атож, цієї неділі, 
зовсім недавно, коли я запитала 
Господа Бога, що мені діяти, мені 
сказали вчинити так, як я чиню 
тепер.

V
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3 А теперь, мой дорогой, мой 
самый дорогой, mon cher, cher 
Monsieur, вы это прочли; вы 
теперь знаете. 

V А тепер, мій любий, мій 
найдорожчий, mon cher, cher 
Monsieur, ви прочитали, ви 
тепер знаєте.

V

4 Положение, mon chéri, чрезвы-
чайно простое. 

 Становище, mon chéri, надзвичай-
но просте.

 

5 Видите ли, любимый,   
вы решили остаться,   я 
вас застала тут 

V Бачите, коханий,  ви наду-
мали лишитися,  я вас заста-
ла тут

V

6 Позвольте мне еще чуточку 
побредить и побродить мыслю, 
мой драгоценнейший; ведь я 
знаю, вы уже разорвали это 
письмо, и его куски (неразбор-
чиво) в водоворот клозета. Мой 
драгоценнейший, mon très, très 
cher, какую гору любви я воз-
двигла для тебя в течение этого 
магического июня месяца! 
Знаю, как вы сдержанны, как 
много в вас „британского“. 
Возможно, что вашу старо-
светскую замкнутость, ваше 
чувство приличия, покоробит 
прямота бедной американочки! 
Вы, который скрываете ваши 
сильнейшие порывы, должны 
почесть меня бесстыдной ду-
рочкой 

V 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
T 
 
V

Дозвольте мені ще трішечки 
помарити й поміркувати, мій 
найнеоціненніший: адже я знаю, 
ви вже роздерли цього листа, і 
його клаптики (нерозбірливо) у 
вир унітаза. Мій 
найнеоціненніший, mon très, très 
cher, яку гору кохання я 
спорудила для тебе протягом 
цього магічного місяця червня! 
Знаю, які ви стримані, як багато 
у вас «британського». Можливо, 
вашу старосвітську замкненість, 
ваше чуття порядності зачепить 
прямолінійність бідолашної аме-
риканочки! Ви, що приховуєте 
свої найсильніші пориви, мабуть, 
вважаєте мене за безсоромну ду-
репу 

V 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
T 
 
V 
 

7 Мой дорогой, твое любопыт-
ство должно быть полностью 
удовлетворено, если ты прене-
брег моею просьбой и дочитал 
это письмо до горького конца. 

T Мій любий, твоя цікавість, 
мабуть, цілком задоволена, якщо 
ти знехтував моє прохання й 
дочитав цього листа до гіркого 
кінця. 

T 

8 Прощай, дорогой мой. Мо-
лись за меня – если ты когда-
нибудь молишься. 

T Прощавай, мій любий. Молися 
за мене, якщо ти молишся коли-
небудь

T 

 
Both the Bulgarian and Ukrainian translations also follow the pattern of the Rus-
sian source text in chapters 19 and 22, with unmarked T in chapter 19 (Bulgari-
an – “Освен това ще те помоля да вземаш и моето мнение, преди да  
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пращаш бонбони.” [Nabokov 1998: 170]; Ukrainian – “І я, знаєш, просила б 
тебе радитися зі мною, перше ніж посилати ïй цукерки.” [Nabokov 2008: 
120]) and marked V in chapter 22 (Bulgarian – “Вие сте чудовище. Вие сте 
отвратителен, долен, престъпен измамник. Ако се доближите до мен, ще 
крещя през прозореца. Махайте се! […] Всичко тук е ваше. Обаче никога 
вече няма да видите това лошо момиче. Махнете се от тази стая.” [Nabo-
kov 1998: 188]; Ukrainian – “Ви страховисько. Ви огидний, підлий, злочин-
ний брехун. Якщо ви підійдете до мене, я закричу у вікно. Геть від мене! 
[…] Це все ваше. Але ж вам більше ніколи не вдасться побачити те пас-
кудне дівчисько. Геть із цієї кімнати” [Nabokov 2008: 136]). 

In the 2013 translation into Serbian, the shifts between the different forms of 
address do not closely follow the shifts in the Russian source text, which is hard-
ly to be expected since it is based on the English source text. Still, there is a shift 
from V to T in the letter in chapter 16 (“Vam ovako otvaram svoje jadno izubi-
jano srce. […] tvoja radoznalost mora da je sasvim zadovoljena ako si ignori-
sao moj zahtev i pročitao ovo pismo do gorkog kraja” [Nabokov 2013: 79]), 
and the T form of address is then preserved in both chapter 19 and 22 without 
any shift back to V in the final confrontation (“Ti si monstrum. Ti si odvratni, 
bolesni, zlikovački prevarant! Ako priđeš – vrištaću kroz prozor. Dalje od mene! 
[…] Sve ovo je tvoje. Ali nikada, nikada više nećeš videti ono bedno derište. 
Izađi iz sobe” [Nabokov 2013: 109]). 

In the very first translation into Swedish by Nils Kjellström, published al-
ready in 1957, that is, ten years before the appearance of Nabokov’s Russian 
version of the novel, there is also a shift from V to T form of address in Char-
lotte Haze’s letter. However, compared with Nabokov’s Russian Lolita, the shift 
from V to T is made earlier, already in the phrase: “Du förstår, chéri, 
alltsammans är så enkelt” (Nabokov 1957: 82).25 The T form of address is then, 
similarly as in the 2013 Serbian translation, continued all through chapter 19 and 
chapter 22: “Kom inte nära mig! Om du tar ett enda steg till ropar jag på hjälp. 
Gå tillbaka till dörren! […] Du är ett monstrum, ett vidrigt odjur, en samvetslös 
skurk. Jag ska ordna med skilsmässa redan idag. Laga dig härifrån!” (Nabokov 
1957: 113). 
                                                      
25  This corresponds to the V form of address in the Russian version: “Положение, mon chéri, 

чрезвычайно простое. Разумеется, я знаю с абсолютной несомненностью, что я для 
вас не значу ничего, ровно ничего” (Nabokov 2010a: 148). In the 1957 Swedish transla-
tion, the letter starts with the V form of address: “jag älskar er […] och jag har aldrig 
älskat någon som jag älskar er.” (Nabokov 1957: 82), and ends with the T form of address: 
“Farväl, käraste. Bed för mig – om du nånsin ber.” (Nabokov 1957: 84). 
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In the two later translations of Lolita into Swedish, by Nils Holmberg and 
Aris Fioretos, respectively, the V form of address is continued all through Char-
lotte Haze’s letter: “jag älskar er […] Och bed för mig – om ni ber nån gång.” 
(Nabokov 1960: 70, 72), “jag älskar er” […] “Be för mig – om ni någonsin ber.” 
(Nabokov 2007: 91, 93). The unmarked T form of address is established only in 
chapter 19 and then continued through the confrontation in chapter 22 (“Du är 
ett odjur, en avskyvärd skurk och bedragare! Om du kommer ett enda steg 
närmare så öppnar jag fönstret och skriker. Ut med dig! […] Du får överta  
alltsammans. Men du kommer aldrig att få träffa den eländiga ungen mer. Ut ur 
mitt rum!” (Nabokov 1960: 101), “Du är ett monster. Du är en avskyvärd,  
motbjudande, kriminell bedragare. Om du tar ett steg till öppnar jag fönstret och 
skriker. Tillbaka! […] Allt det här är ditt. Men du kommer aldrig, aldrig att få 
se den där eländiga ungen igen. Ut ur detta rum.” (Nabokov 2007: 130). Thus, 
both translations limit themselves exclusively to the unmarked forms of address, 
V in chapter 10-16, T in chapter 19-22. 

The same pattern, with a shift from unmarked V to unmarked T only after 
Charlotte Haze’s letter in chapter 16, can also be observed in the translation into 
French by Maurice Couturier, cf. chapter 10 “Vous n’êtes pas très favorable-
ment impressioné, à ce que je vois”, chapter 16 “je vous aime […] Priez pour 
moi – s’il vous arrive de prier”, chapter 19 “et je préférerais que tu ne lui en-
voies pas de bonbons sans me consulter”, chapter 22 “Tu es un monstre. Tu es 
un fourbe ignoble, abominable, criminel. Ne t’approche pas de moi, ou je crie 
par la fenêtre. N’avance pas ! […] Tout cela est à toi. Seulement, tu ne rever-
ras plus jamais cette misérable gosse. Sors de cette pièce.” (Nabokov 2010: 
843, 875f, 890, 905). 

The translation into German by Helen Hessel et al. follows almost the same 
pattern, cf. chapter 10 “Ich sehe, Sie haben keinen besonders günstigen Ein-
druck”, chapter 16 “Ich liebe Sie […] Beten Sie für mich – wenn Sie je beten”, 
chapter 19 “und ich möchte dich doch bitten” (Nabokov 2005: 61, 108, 110, 
132) up until the final confrontation, which opens with a return to the V form of 
address:26 “Sie sind ein Ungeheuer. Sie sind ein hassenswerter, abscheulicher, 
krimineller Betrüger. Wenn Sie mir nahe kommen … schreie ich aus dem Fens-
ter. Zurück!” before shifting to T in Charlotte Haze’s final utterance: “Alles hier 
gehört dir. Nur wirst du dieses erbärmliche Balg nie, nie wiedersehen. Mach, 
daß du aus dem Zimmer kommst.” (Nabokov 2005: 155). Here the translators 

                                                      
26  Cf., above, the similar shift to V in the Russian source text at this point in the text. 
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have introduced a contrast between the two utterances in chapter 22 that has no 
counterpart in any of the source texts.27  

In the translation of Lolita into Italian by Giulia Arborio Mella, on the other 
hand, the T form of address is introduced already at the beginning of Charlotte 
Haze’s letter in chapter 16 and then continued all through chapter 22, cf. chapter 
10 “Vedo che non le ha fatto una grande impressione”, chapter 16 “io ti amo 
[…] Prega per me, se qualche volta preghi”, chapter 19 “e comunque non do-
vresti mandarle delle caramelle senza dirmelo”, chapter 22 “Sei un mostro! Sei 
un impostore ignobile, detestabile, un criminale! Se ti avvicini… vado alla fine-
stra e mi metto a gridare! Vattene! […] La casa è tua. Ma non rivedrai mai più, 
mai più quella miserabile mocciosa. Esci da questa stanza” (Nabokov 2012: 53, 
88, 90, 106, 124). 

As we have seen, the Bulgarian and Ukrainian target texts, which have been 
translated from the Russian source text of Lolita, both mirror the shifts from V 
to T to V in the source text. Thus they also recreate the markedness shift in the 
Russian source text from unmarked V vs. marked T in chapters 10-16, to un-
marked T vs. marked V in chapters 19-22. 

When it comes to the translations based on the English source text of Lolita, 
the situation is more complicated. As the English text includes no T/V distinc-
tion, the T/V distinctions that have been attested in the target texts cannot be 
immediately motivated by the source text, but depend rather on the respective 
translator’s interpretation of the source text with regard to personal relationship, 
social identification, contextual factors, etc. (cf. above). 

The translation into French, as well as the two later translations into Swedish 
(by Holmberg and Fioretos), all shift from V to T only in chapter 19, i.e. after 
the marriage between Charlotte Haze and Humbert Humbert. Charlotte uses 
unmarked V both in chapter 10 and in the letter in chapter 16, subsequently 
shifting to unmarked T in chapter 19 and 22. Thus, similarly to the translations 
based on the Russian source text, we can see a markedness shift in the text. In 
the French and Swedish target texts, however, only the unmarked forms of ad-
dress are used. 

Likewise, the translation into German keeps the unmarked V form of address 
through the letter in chapter 16, and then shifts to unmarked T in chapter 19. In 
chapter 22, on the other hand, there is first a shift to a marked V form of address, 
followed by an immediate return to T in the final utterance. This last shift to T 
                                                      
27  Cf. also the commentary to the German edition (p. 609), which does not comment on this 

contrast. 
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can be interpreted in two ways: either it constitutes a return to the unmarked T 
form of address that was established in chapter 19, or it could be analyzed as a 
possible marked T form of address, which would then presuppose a markedness 
shift between the first and the second of Charlotte Haze’s two final utterances in 
chapter 22. A solution to this problem is hardly feasible without a more exten-
sive study of the interplay between V and T forms of address in the German 
translation of Lolita as a whole. 

In the Italian translation, the T form of address at the beginning of the letter in 
chapter 16 should probably be seen as marked – until then, the overt relationship 
between Haze and Humbert has been a distanced one with mutual V forms of 
address. However, after the markedness shift T becomes unmarked, and this 
unmarked T is kept all the way through chapter 22. Thus, before the markedness 
shift both unmarked and marked forms of address are present in the text, but af-
ter the shift only the unmarked T form of address is attested. 

The Serbian translation and the first Swedish translation (by Kjellström) show 
almost the same pattern as the Italian translation, with the introduction of a 
marked T form of address in the letter, the markedness shift, and then unmarked 
T in both chapter 19 and 22. However, as the marked T form of address is intro-
duced not at the beginning but half-way through the letter, the marked T is more 
visible, and it therefore creates a more dramatic effect than in the Italian transla-
tion. 

A separate comment is needed for the 2007 translation into Swedish by Fiore-
tos. At this time, the general system of address in Sweden-Swedish had already 
changed (cf. Clyne et al. 2009: 7f), and the shifts between V and T in this trans-
lation do not correspond to what would have been natural for speakers of Swe-
dish at the time. Consequently, the forms of address in this translation are ori-
ented rather towards the target language situation as it was some twenty or thirty 
years earlier, which has the added effect of situating the story in both a non-
familiar location and in a non-contemporary time. This is not uncommon in lit-
erature currently translated into Swedish, but it adds a separate dimension to the 
analysis of the Swedish translations appearing after the late 1960’s, compared 
to, for example, the translations into French or Italian. 
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The results of the analysis of the markedness characteristics of the V and T 
forms of address in the Russian source text and in the target texts are shown in 
table 6.28 

Table 6. 

chapter R B U Fr Ge It Se Sw57 Sw60 Sw04
10 V V V V V V V V V V 
16 VT VT VT V V T VT VT V V 
19 T T T T T T T T T T 
22 V V V T VT/T T T T T T 

 
 
3.2 Translation of syntactically free forms of address 

 
In the target text versions of Charlotte Haze’s letter in chapter 16 translated from 
the English source text of Lolita, the syntactically free forms with only a few 
exceptions show a remarkable correspondence with the source text, see table 7. 
As the table shows, as a rule the source text words in English have been translat-
ed into the respective target texts’ languages, whereas the French words in the 
English source text have simply been copied into the target texts (examples 3, 4, 
5, 7). Not unexpectedly, the translation into French presents a particular case: 
here the translator has chosen to indicate with italics those French words that 
have been copied from the source text, whereas the words translated from Eng-
lish are not marked in any special way. In two cases (see line 2, 8) the nominal 
form of address has been deleted in the target text: both cases occur in the two 
early translations into Swedish, whereas the most recent translation into Swedish 
offer translations of all nominal forms of address in the English source text. 

 
 
 
 

                                                      
28  In the table, bold style is used to indicate marked use of the respective form of address. 

The markedness shift after chapter 16 is indicated by a dashed line. 
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29 The * sign marks that the words are in French already in the source text. 
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The translation of example 1, “bad you”,30 provides an interesting example of a 
syntactically free form in the source text that includes a pronoun (cf. Braun 1988: 
11). In the French and Italian target texts the English expression has been 
translated into nominal forms, without any pronoun. However, the remaining 
translations all include pronominal V forms of address (Sie, Vas, ni). 

The translations into Bulgarian and Ukrainian, which are both made from the 
Russian source text of Lolita, also show a high degree of correspondence with 
their source text, see table 8.31 

Table 8. 

 LolitaR Bulgarian Ukrainian 
1 вас, нехорошего колко сте лош вам, недоброму 

2 Ø Ø Ø 

3 мой дорогой, мой самый 
дорогой, mon cher, cher 
Monsieur 

скъпи мой, най-скъпи мой, 
mon cher, cher Monsieur 

мій любий, мій найдорож-
чий, mon cher, cher Mon-
sieur

4 mon chéri mon chéri mon chéri 

5 любимый любими коханий 

6 мой драгоценнейший мой скъпоценни мій найнеоціненніший

7 Мой драгоценнейший, 
mon très, très cher 

Мой скъпоценни, mon très, 
très cher

Мій найнеоціненніший, 
mon très, tres cher 

8 Мой дорогой Скъпи мой Мій любий 

9 дорогой мой скъпи мой
 
As in the translations from the English source text, the French expressions in the 
Russian source text have been copied into both the Bulgarian and the Ukrainian 
target texts (examples 3, 4, 7). The differences between the English and Russian 
source texts are reflected in the translations: in example 4, where the English 
source text has a simple chéri, the Russian source text adds a possessive pro-
noun, mon chéri, which is reflected in the Bulgarian and Ukrainian target texts. 
In example 5, the Russian source text has “любимый” instead of the English 
source text’s “chéri”, which the Bulgarian and Ukrainian target texts follow 
closely with corresponding translations into Bulgarian and Ukrainian. Similarly, 
the lack of any form of address in the Russian source text corresponding to ex-
                                                      
30 Cf. the context, above, “Last Sunday in church – bad you, who refused to come and see our 

beautiful new windows! – only last Sunday […]” (Nabokov 1991: 67). 
31 In order to facilitate comparison, the corresponding examples in this table have been given 

the same numbers as in the preceding table. 

© Frank & Timme   Verlag für wissenschaftliche Literatur 297



Per Ambrosiani 

 

ample 2 “my dear one” in the English source text is repeated in the Bulgarian 
and Ukrainian target texts. Interestingly, the syntactically free form of address in 
the English source text (example 1 “bad you”) is replaced with a bound V form 
of address “вас, нехорошего” in the Russian source text, which in the Bulgarian 
and Ukrainian target texts appear as similarly bound forms. 
 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
The analysis of the different forms of address used by Charlotte Haze to Hum-
bert Humbert in part 1, chapters 10-22 of Lolita, shows that forms of address not 
only in dialogic settings but also in monologic settings can be studied with inter-
esting results. As Braun (1988: 24) emphasizes, the use of a certain form of ad-
dress will characterize both the speaker, the addressee, and their mutual relation-
ship. The distinction between syntactically bound forms of address, usually 
pronominal, and syntactically free forms of address, usually nominal, has also 
been shown to be important for the analysis. In addition, the results of the analy-
sis support the claim made by several scholars that the comparably simple model 
of power and solidarity, originally put forward in 1960 by Brown and Gilman 
(cf. Braun 1988: 14f), needs to be further problematized. This was noted already 
by Friedrich (1966) on the basis of Russian data, and later shown to be equally 
necessary for other languages (cf., for example, Braun 1988: 18-24). 

When it comes to the analysis of the translations of the forms of address, the 
results illustrate different translational strategies, which can be seen as being 
generally oriented towards either the source or the target language. When the 
target language exhibit similar distinctions as the source language, the results 
show a clear tendency for both syntactically bound and free forms of address to 
mirror the source language system. The clearest examples are the Bulgarian and 
Ukrainian translations, where the translations of both syntactically bound and 
free forms of address follow their Russian source text quite closely. However, 
when the target language’s forms of address differ considerably from those of 
the source language, as is the case with the syntactically bound forms of address 
in the translations from the English source text, the role of the target language is 
necessarily much more important. An interesting complication which has been 
less extensively discussed in the scholarly literature, is the tendency towards the 
earlier, now obsolete, system of forms of address that we observed in the 2007 
translation into Swedish by Aris Fioretos. This translation strategy, which is not 
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uncommon in contemporary translations into Swedish, seems to create a particu-
lar “translational” system of syntactically bound forms of address, which differs 
considerably both from the source text (with the English undifferentiated U 
“you”) and from the contemporary target language system (a similarly undiffer-
entiated U “du” in Swedish). 

Although the conclusions that can be drawn from a limited study of forms of 
address in a relatively restricted corpus certainly have their limitations, I hope to 
have shown that there are still possibilities for further research within this field, 
particularly when it comes to translation between different types of systems of 
syntactically bound forms of address.  
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