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BUTTERFLIES

BY VLADIMIR NABOKOV

On a summer morning, in the legendary Russia of
my boyhood, my first glance upon awakening was
for the chink between the shutters. If it disclosed a
watery pallor, one had better not open the shutters
at all, and so be spared the sight of a sullen day sit-
ting for its picture in a puddle. How resentfully
one would deduce, from a line of dull light, the
leaden sky, the sodden sand, the gruel-like mess of
broken brown blossoms under the lilacs—and that
flat, fallow leaf (the first casualty of the season)
pasted upon a wet garden bench!

But if the chink was a long glint of dewy
brilliancy, then I made haste to have the window
yield its treasure. With one blow, the room would
be cleft into light and shade. The foliage of birches
moving in the sun had the translucent green tone
of grapes, and in contrast to this there was the
dark velvet of fir trees against a blue of extraordi-
nary intensity, the like of which I rediscovered
only many years later, in the montane zone of
Colorado.

From the age of six, everything I felt in con-
nection with a rectangle of framed sunlight was
dominated by a single passion. If my first glance
of the morning was for the sun, my first thought
was for the butterflies it would engender. The
original event had been banal enough. On some
honeysuckle near the veranda, I had happened to
see a Swallowtail—a splendid, pale-yellow crea-
ture with black blotches and blue crenulations,
and a cinnabar eyespot above each chrome-rimmed
black tail. As it probed the inclined flower from
which it hung, it kept restlessly jerking its great
wings, and my desire for it was overwhelming. An
agile footman caught it in my cap, after which it
was transferred, cap and all, to a wardrobe, where
the reek of napthalene was fondly expected to kill
it overnight. On the following morning, however,
when my governess unlocked the wardrobe to
take something out, the butterfly, with a mighty
rustle, flew into her face, then made for the open

window, and presently was but a golden fleck dip-
ping and dodging and soaring eastward, over
timber and tundra, to Vologda, Viatka and Perm,
and beyond the gaunt Ural range to Yakutsk and
Verkhne Kolymsk, and from Verkhne Kolymsk,
where it lost a tail, to the fair Island of St. Law-
rence, and across Alaska to Dawson, and south-
ward along the Rocky Mountains—to be finally
overtaken and captured, after a forty-year race,
on a bright-yellow dandelion in a bright-green
glade above Boulder.

Soon after the wardrobe affair I found a
spectacular moth, and my mother dispatched it
with ether. In later years, I used many killing
agents, but the least contact with the initial stuff
would always cause the door of the past to fly
open; once, as a grown man, 1 was under ether
during an operation, and with the vividness of a
decalcomania picture | saw my own self in a sailor
suit mounting a freshly emerged Emperor moth
under the guidance of my smiling mother. It was
all there, brilliantly reproduced in my dream,
while my own vitals were being exposed: the soak-
ing, ice-cold absorbent cotton presed to the lemur-
ian head of the moth; the subsiding spasms of its
body; the satisfying crackle produced by the pin
penetrating the hard crust of its thorax; the careful
insertion of the point of the pin in the cork-
bottomed groove of the spreading board; the
symmetrical adjustment of the strong-veined,
“windowed” wings under neatly affixed strips of
semi-transparent paper.

II

I must have been eight or nine when, in a store-
room of our country house, among a medley of
dusty objects, I discovered some wonderful books
acquired in the days when my mother’'s mother
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had been interested in natural science and had had
a famous university professor of zoology (Shimke-
vich) give private lessons to her daughter. Some of
these books were mere curios, such as the four
huge brown folios of Albertus Seba's work (Locu-
pletissimi Rerum Naturalium Thesauri Accurata
Descriptio . . .), printed in Amsterdam around
1750. On their coarse-grained pages I found wood-
cuts of serpents and butterflies and embryos. The
foetus of an Ethiopian female child hanging by the
neck in a glass jar, used to give me a nasty shock
every time | came across it; nor did [ much care for
the stuffed hydra on plate CII, with its seven lion-
toothed turtleheads on seven serpentine necks and
its strange, bloated body which bore button-like
tubercles along the sides and ended in a knotted
tail.

Other books I found in that attic, among
herbariums full of edelweiss flowers and crimson
maple leaves, came closer to my subject. I took in
my arms and carried downstairs glorious loads of
fantastically attractive volumes: Maria Sibylla
Merian’s (1647-1717) lovely plates of Surinam
insects, and Esper’s noble Die Schmetterlinge
(Erlangen, 1777), and Boisduval's Icones His-
toriques de Léepidoptéres Nouveaux ou Peu Con-
nus (Paris, begun in 1832). Still more exciting were
the products of the latter half of the century—
Newman's Natural History of British Butterflies
and Moths, Hofmann's Die Gross-Schmetterlinge
Europas, the Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich's
Mémoires on Asiatic lepidoptera (with incompar-
ably beautiful figures painted by Kavrigin, Ryba-
kov, Lang), Scudder’s stupendous work on the
Butterflies of New England.

By my early teens, I was voraciously read-
ing entomological periodicals, especially English
and Russian ones. Great upheavals were taking
place in the development of systematics. Since the
middle of the century, Continental lepidopterol-
ogy had been, on the whole, a simple and stable
affair, smoothly run by the Germans. Its high
priest, Dr. Staudinger, was also the head of the
largest firm of insect dealers. Even now, half a
century after his death, German lepidopterists
have not quite managed to shake off the hypnotic
spell occasioned by his authority. He was still
alive when his school began to lose ground as a
scientific force in the world. While he and his
followers stuck to specific and generic names sanc-
tioned by long usage and were content to classify
butterflies by characters visible to the naked eye,
English-speaking authors were introducing nomen-
clatorial changes as a result of a strict application
of the law of priority and taxonomic changes
based on the microscopic study of organs. The
Germans did their best to ignore the new trends
and continued to cherish the philately-like side of
entomology. Their solicitude for the “average col-
lector who should not be made to dissect” is com-
parable to the way nervous publishers pamper the
“average reader’ who should not be made to
think.

There was another more general change,
which coincided with my ardent adolescent inter-
est in butterflies and moths. The Victorian and
Staudingerian kind of species, hermetic and homo-
geneous, with sundry (alpine, polar, insular, etc.)
“varieties” affixed to it from the outside, as it
were, like incidental appendages, was replaced by
a new, multiform and fluid kind of species, made
up of geographical races or subspecies. The evolu-
tional aspects of the case were thus brought out
more clearly, by means of more flexible means of
classification, and further links between butterflies
and the central problems of nature were provided
by biological investigations.

The mysteries of mimicry had a special at-
traction for me. Its phenomena showed an artistic
perfection usually associated with man-wrought
things. Such was the imitation of oozing poison by
bubble-like macules on a wing (complete with
pseudo-refraction) or by glossy yellow knobs on a
chrysalis (“Don’t eat me—I have already been
squashed, sampled and rejected’). When a certain
moth resembled a certain wasp in shape and col-
our, it also walked and moved its antennae in a
waspish, un-mothlike manner. When a butterfly
had to look like a leaf, not only were all the details
of a leaf beautifully rendered but markings mim-
icking grub-bored holes were generously thrown
in. “Natural selection,” in the Darwinian sense,
could not explain the miraculous coincidence of
imitative aspect and imitative behaviour nor could
one appeal to the theory of “the struggle for life”
when a protective device was carried to a point of
mimetic subtlety, exuberance, and luxury far in
excess of a predator’s power of appreciation. I
discovered in nature the non-utilitarian delights
that I sought in art. Both were a form of magic,
both were a game of intricate enchantment and
deception.

111

Few things indeed have I known in the way of
emotion or appetite, ambition or achievement,
that could surpass in richness and strength the
excitement of entomological exploration. From
the very first it had a great many inter-twinkling
facets. One of them was the acute desire to be
alone, since any companion, no matter how quiet,
interfered with the concentrated enjoyment of my
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mania. Its gratification admitted of no compro-
mise or exception. Already, when I was ten, tutors
and governesses knew that the morning was mine
and cautiously kept away.

In this connection | remember the visit of a
schoolmate, a boy of whom I was very fond and
with whom [ had excellent fun. He arrived one
summer night from a town some fifty miles away.
His father had recently perished in an accident, the
family was ruined and the stouthearted lad, not
being able to afford the price of a railway ticket,
had bicycled all those miles to spend a few days
with me.

On the morning following his arrival, I did
everything I could to get out of the house for my
morning hike without his knowing where [ had
gone. Breakfastless, with hysterical haste, 1 gath-
ered my net, pillboxes, sailor cap, and escaped
through the window. Once in the forest, I was
safe; but still I walked on, my calves quaking, my
eyes full of scalding tears, the whole of me twitch-
ing with shame and self-disgust, as [ visualised my
poor friend, with his long pale face and black tie,
moping in the hot garden—patting the panting
dogs for want of something better to do, and try-
ing hard to justify my absence to himself.

Let me look at my demon objectively. With
the exception of my parents, no one really under-
stood my obsession, and it was many years before
I met a fellow-sufferer. One of the first things I
learned was not to depend on others for the
growth of my collection. Aunts, however, kept
making me ridiculous presents—such as Denton
mounts of resplendent but really quite ordinary
insects. Our country doctor, with whom I had left
the pupae of a rare moth when [ went on a journey
abroad, wrote me that everything had hatched
finely; but in reality a mouse had got at the
precious pupae, and upon my return the deceitful
old man produced some common Tortoise-shell
butterflies, which, I presume, he had hurriedly
caught in his garden and popped into the breeding
cage as plausible substitutes (so he thought). Better
than he was an enthusiastic kitchen boy who
would sometimes borrow my equipment and come
back two hours later in triumph with a bagful of
seething invertebrate life and several additional
items. Loosening the mouth of the net which he
had tied up with a string, he would pour out his
cornucopian spoil—a mass of grasshoppers, some
sand, the two parts of a mushroom he had thriftily
plucked on the way home, more grasshoppers,
more sand, and one battered Cabbage butterfly.

[ also found out very soon that an entomol-
ogist indulging in his quiet quest was apt to pro-
voke strange reactions in other creatures. How
often, when a picnic had been arranged, and I
would be self-consciously trying to get my humble
implements unnoticed into the tar-smelling chara-
banc (a tar preparation was used to keep flies
away from the horses) or the tea-smelling Opel
convertible (benzine forty years ago smelled that
way), some cousin or aunt of mine would remark:

“Must you really take that net with you? Can't
you enjoy yourself like a normal boy? Don't you
think you are spoiling everybody's pleasure?”
Near a sign NACH BODENLAUBE, at Bad Kissingen,
Bavaria, just as I was about to join for a long walk
my father and majestic old Muromtsev (who, four
years before, in 1906, had been President of the
first Russian Parliament), the latter turned his
marble head toward me, a vulnerable boy of
eleven, and said with his famous solemnity:
“Come with us by all means, but do not chase but-
terflies, child. It mars the rhythm of the walk.” On
a path above the Black Sea, in the Crimea, among
shrubs in waxy bloom, in March, 1918, a bow-
legged Bolshevik sentry attempted to arrest me for
signalling (with my net, he said) to a British war-
ship. In the summer of 1929, every time | walked
through a village in the Eastern Pyrenees, which I
was exploring lepidopterologically, and happened
to look back, I would see in my wake the villagers
frozen in the various attitudes my passage had
caught them in, as if [ were Sodom and they Lot's
wife. A decade later, in the Maritime Alps, | once
noticed the grass undulate in a serpentine way
behind me because a fat rural policeman was wrig-
gling after me on his belly to find out if [ were not
trapping song birds. America has shown even
more of this morbid interest in my doings than
other countries have—perhaps because I was in
my forties when [ came here to live, and the older
the man, the queerer he looks with a butterfly net
in his hand. Stern farmers have drawn my atten-
tion to NO FISHING signs; from cars passing me on
the highway have come wild howls of derision;
sleepy dogs, though unmindful of the worst bum,
have perked up and come at me, snarling; tiny tots
have pointed me out to their puzzled mammas;
broadminded vacationists have asked me whether
[ was catching bugs for bait; and one morning on a
wasteland, lit by tall yuccas in bloom, near Santa
Fe, a big, black mare followed me for more than a
mile.

IV

When, having shaken off all pursuers, I took the
rough, red road that ran from our house toward
field and forest, the animation and lustre of the
day seemed like a tremor of sympathy around me.



Black Erebia butterflies (“Ringlets” as the old
English Aurelians used to call them), with a special
gentle awkwardness peculiar to their kind, danced
among the firs. From a flower head two male Cop-
pers rose to a tremendous height, fighting all the
way up—and then, after a while came the down-
ward flash of one of them returning to his thistle.
These were familiar insects, but at any moment
something better might cause me to stop with a
quick intake of breath. | remember one day when |
warily brought my net closer and closer to a little
Thecla that had daintily settled on a sprig. I could
clearly see the white W on its chocolate-brown
underside. Its wings were closed and the inferior
ones were rubbing against each other in a curious
circular motion—possibly producing some small,
blithe crepitation pitched too high for a human ear
to catch. I had long wanted that particular species,
and, when near enough, I struck. You have heard
champion tennis players moan after muffing an
easy shot. You have seen stunned golfers smile
horrible, helpless smiles. But that day nobody saw
me shake out a piece of twig from an otherwise
empty net and stare at a hole in the tarlatan.

However, if the morning hunt had been a failure,
one could still look forward to mothing. Colors
would die a long death on June evenings. The lilac
shrubs in full bloom before which [ stood, net in
hand, displayed clusters of a fluffy grey in the
dusk—the ghost of purple. A moist young moon
hung above the mist of a neighbouring meadow.
In many a garden have I stood thus in later years
—in Athens, Antibes, Atlanta—but never have |
waited with such a keen desire as before those
darkening lilacs. And suddenly it would come, the
low buzz passing fromi flower to flower, the vibra-
tional halo around the streamlined body of an
olive and pink Small Elephant Hawk-Moth poised
in the air above the corolla into which it had
dipped its long tongue. Its handsome black larva
(resembling a diminutive cobra when it puffed out
its ocellated front segments) could be found on
dank willow-herb two months later. Thus every
hour and season had its delights. And, finally, on
cold, or even frosty, autumn nights, one could
sugar for moths by painting tree trunks with a
mixture of molasses, beer, and rum. Through the
gusty blackness, one’s lantern would illumine the
stickily glistening furrows of the bark and two or
three large moths upon it imbibing the sweets,

their nervous wings half open butterfly fashion,
the lower ones exhibiting their incredible crimson
silk from beneath the lichen-grey primaries.
“Catocala adultera!” | would triumphantly shriek
in the direction of the lighted windows of the
house as I stumbled home to show my captures to
my father.

VI

The “English” park that separated our house from
the hayfield was an extensive and elaborate affair
with labyrinthine paths, Turgenevian benches,
and imported oaks among the endemic firs and
birches. The struggle that had gone on since my
grandfather’s time to keep the park from reverting
to the wild state always fell short of complete suc-
cess. No gardener could cope with the hillocks of
frizzly black earth that the pink hands of moles
kept heaping on the tidy sand of the main walk.
Weeds and fungi, and ridgelike tree roots crossed
and re-crossed the sun-flecked trails. Bears had
been eliminated in the eighties (two such stuffed
giants stood on their hind legs in our entrance
hall), but an occasional moose still visited the
grounds. On a picturesque boulder, a little moun-
tain ash and a still smaller aspen had climbed,
holding hands. like two clumsy, shy children.
Other, more elusive trespassers—lost picnickers
or merry villagers—would drive our hoary game-
keeper Ivan crazy by scrawling ribald words on
the benches and gates. The disintegrating process
continues still, in a different sense, for when, now-
adays, | attempt to follow in memory the winding
paths from one given point to another, I notice
with alarm that there are many gaps, due to obliv-
ion or ignorance, akin to the terra-incognita
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blanks map-makers of old used to call “sleeping
beauties.”

Beyond the park, there were fields, with a
continuous shimmer of butterfly wings over a
shimmer of flowers—daisies, bluebells, scabious,
and others—which now rapidly pass by me in a
kind of coloured haze like those lovely, lush
meadows, never to be explored, that one sees from
the diner on a transcontinental journey. At the
end of this grassy wonderland, the forest rose like
a wall. There I roamed, scanning the tree trunks
(the enchanted, the silent part of a tree) for certain
tiny moths, called Pugs in England—delicate little
creatures that cling in the daytime to speckled sur-
faces, with which their flat wings and turned-up
abdomens blend. There, at the bottom of that sea
of sunshot greenery, I slowly spun around the
great boles. Nothing in the world would have
seemed sweeter to me than to be able to add, by a
stroke of luck, some remarkable new species to the
long list of Pugs already named by others. And
my pied imagination, ostensibly, and almost gro-
tesquely, grovelling to my desire (but all the time,
in ghostly conspiracies behind the scenes, coolly
planning the most distant events of my destiny),
kept providing me with hallucinatory samples of
small print: “. . . the only specimen so far known
..." ”. .. the only specimen of Eupithecia petro-
politanata was taken by a Russian schoolboy . . .”
“. .. by a young Russian collector . . .” “. . . by
myself in the Government of St. Petersburg, Czar-
skoe Selo District, in 1912 . . . 1913 .. .1914. . .."

Then came a June day when I felt the urge
to push on still farther and explore the vast marsh-
land beyond the Oredezh. After skirting the river
for three or four miles, I found a rickety foot-
bridge. While crossing over, | could see the huts of
a hamlet on my left, apple trees, rows of tawny
pine logs lying on a green bank, and the bright
patches made on the turf by the scattered clothes
of peasant girls, who, stark naked in shallow
water, romped and yelled, heeding me as little as if
I were the discarnate carrier of my present remi-
niscences.

On the other side of the river, a dense
crowd of small, bright-blue male butterflies that
had been tippling on the rich, trampled mud and
cow dung through which I had to trudge rose all
together into the spangled air and settled again as
soon as | had passed.

After making my way through some pine
groves and alder scrub I came to the bog. No
sooner had my ear caught the hum of diptera
around me, the cry of a snipe overhead, the gulp-
ing sound of the morass under my foot, than I
knew [ would find here quite special arctic butter-
flies, whose pictures, or, still better, non-illus-
trated descriptions I had worshipped for several
seasons. And the next moment I was among them.
Over the bilberry shrubs, with fruit of a dim,
dreamy blue, over the brown eye of stagnant
water, over moss, over mire, over the intoxicating
racemes of the lone and mysterious marsh-rocket,

a dark little Fritillary, bearing the name of a Norse
goddess, passed in a low, skimming flight. I pur-
sued rose-margined Sulphurs, grey-marbled
Satyrs. Unmindful of the mosquitoes that coated
my forearms and neck, I stooped with a grunt of
delight to snuff out the life of some silver-studded
lepidopteron throbbing in the folds of my net.
Through the smells of the bog, I caught the subtle
perfume of butterfly wings on my fingers, a per-
fume which varies with the species—vanilla, or
lemon, or musk, or a musty, sweetish odour diffi-
cult to define. Still unsated, I pressed forward. At
last I saw I had come to the end of the marsh. The
rising ground beyond was a paradise of lupines,
columbines, and pentstemons. Mariposa lilies
bloomed under Ponderosa pines. In the distance,
fleeting cloud shadows dappled the dull green of
slopes above timber line, and the grey and white
of Longs Peak.

I confess I do not believe in time. I like to
fold my magic carpet, after use, in such a way as
to superimpose one part of the pattern upon
another. Let visitors trip. And the highest enjoy-
ment of timelessness—in a landscape selected at
random—is when [ stand among rare butterflies
and their food plants. This is ecstasy, and behind
the ecstasy is something else, which is hard to ex-
plain. It is like a momentary vacuum into which
rushes all that I love. A sense of oneness with sun
and stone. A thrill of gratitude to whom it may
concern—to the contrapuntal genius of human

tate or to tender ghosts humouring a lucky mortal.
O
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