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Kudos to Nabokov;

Archives to Florida

Kurt Johnson
135 Eastern Parkway, Apt. 7G, Brooklyn, New York 11238-6024 kurtjohnsonisd@yahoo.com

“‘Nabokov Vindicated”

On Jan 26, 2011, The New York Times international issue
(front page) reported that Vladimir Nabokov’s long-
neglected theory on the trans-Bering Strait origin of the
Latin American Polyommatus Blue Butterflies had been
vindicated by an elaborate DNA-based study just published
in the Proceedings of the Royal Society of London. The
team of eleven scientists, working through Dr. Naomi
Pierce’s Harvard DNA lab using DNA sequencing and state-
of-the-art computer modeling, had indicated “Yes”, not only
was Nabokov correct in his hypothesis put forward in 1945
(and long forgotten) but he was also precisely right, in the
order and timing of the events. Dr. Naomi Pierce was quoted
as saying “I was blown away”. The following Tuesday’s
issue of The New York Times, Science Times (February 1,
2011) printed a page-long article about the recent work.
Googling “Nabokov Vindicated” will bring up nearly 150,000
entries regarding how this development was followed in the
media.

Some ten years after Kurt Johnson, Zsolt Balint and Dubi
Benyamini’s work (summarized in Johnson and Coates’
bestselling book Nabokov’s Blues: The Scientific Odyssey
of a Literary Genius [McGraw-Hill 2000]) had finally re-
established the correctness of Nabokov’s taxonomic work,
his evolutionary and biogeographical views had also been
able to be tested. The team publishing the Royal Society
paper included Pierce along with Johnson, Balint and
Benyanimi, lead author Roger Vila, and co-authors Charles
D. Bell, Richard Macniven, Benjamin Goldman-Huertas,
Richard H. Ree and Charles R. Marshall. See: hitp://
www.nytimes.com/2011/02/01/science/
01butterfly.html?pagewanted=2& r=1

The paper was entitled “Phylogeny and palaeoecology of

Polyommatus blue butterflies show Beringia was a climate-
regulated gateway to the New World” and was chosen by
Proc. Royal Society to be made available free of charge at
http:/rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/early/2011/01/
22/rspb.2010.2213. full

Nabokov Archives to University of Florida

[ waited for this news to emerge to report, and make public
record, that my extensive archives on Nabokov’s work in
Lepidopterology were donated to the McGuire Center at the
University of Florida in 2009. The archives are the most
complete, and probably unique, assemblage of materials
regarding Nabokov’s work on butterflies in existence. They

are comprised of the contents of five large boxes, including
hundreds of itemized file folders organized in 15 categorized
and labeled redweld containers. For academic study the
itemized list of the archives is available either from me
(kurtjohnsonisd@yahoo.com) or, permanently, from the stafl
of the McGuire Center. The itemization has also been
published on the Nabokov on-line Listserve headquartered
at University of California, Santa Barbara (which serves
hundreds of Nabokov literary, and other, scholars).

Additional Archives and Specimens

It is also important to make public record that, along witk
the Nabokov archives, all of Kurt Johnson’s personal
scientific archives were also donated to the University of
Florida. These contain some items of which there should
also be published record, including: (1) the only copies of
all the historical collecting data on the butterflies of
Nebraska including all the private collections listed in “The
Butterflies of Nebraska” oJ. Res. Lepid. 1972(73): 11(1), 1.
64 and the institutional collections of the University of
Nebraska (including early Barber and Leussler westerr
Nebraska expedition collections), Ohio State University
(Leussler’s personal collection), Chadron State College.
Grinnell College, Kearney State College, the University of
Northern Iowa, and the American Museum of Natural
History; (2) hundreds of pages of scored data on variation
within the Lycaena rubida - ferrisi complex recorded by
Johnson and George Balogh; (3) large numbers of tear
sheets comprising full papers published over the years in
the Reports of the Museum of Natural History (University
of Wisconsin, Stevens Point) (provided to Johnson by UWSP
upon the retirement of their museum founder); (4) extensive
notes and data compiled on the Agrias-Prepona complex over
the years by Johnson and Dr. H. Descimon, including
photographs of the entire Robert Aronheim collection
(AMNH).

It is unfortunate that I never kept a personal collection and
that my collections were not deposited permanently at one
institution. As a result, thousands of specimens collectec
or assembled by me are scattered across a number of
collections, with my last remaining specimens also going tc
the McGuire Center in 2009. Particularly, the following
collections, listed in probable order of numbers of specimens
contain significant numbers of specimens from my years of
work: American Museum of Natural History, University
of Florida McGuire Center and Florida State Collection of
Arthropods, Carnegie Museum of Natural History
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Hungarian Museum of Natural History and British
Museum (Natural History).

Nabokov Legacy Revisited

Recently, Nabokov’s biographer Brian Boyd (Viadimir
Nabokov: The Russian Years; Vladimir Nabokov: The
American Years; Princeton University Press) was asked on
the radio how Nabokov would have reacted to the news of
the vindication of his lepidopterological work. Boyd
reminded that Nabokov had often said he valued his
reputation in lepidopterology more than his reputation in
literature (saying in 1943 “I want no other fame”). Boyd
said “he would have wept with joy”.

So perhaps the Nabokov butterfly saga is finally “put to
bed”. T would however, like to thank six people, without
whose dedication the work on Nabokov would have never
been possible: Zsolt Balint and Dubi Benyamini for their
decades of commitment; Nabokov’s son Dmitri and his
biographer Brian Boyd who were just as committed to get
to the bottom of the legacy; Steve Coates of The New York
Times, who helped me tell the story in 1999-2000, and finally,
Naomi Pierce, who spent another decade dedicating her lab
to the furtherance of the task.

Digital Collecting

Continued from p. 16

of their time you waste the better your chances of someone
being willing to do it.

For North America there are a number of lep list servs, where
people can talk about their sightings or butterflies of a
particular area. An easy way to explore these is through
www.birdingonthe.net. Click on Mailing Lists, regional/
specialty, then scroll down past east, central, west, world
and elsewhere to Butterflies, Bugs where he has 17 different
list servers on either butterflies or dragonflies. Most list
servs don’t allow you to post photos, but people can post a
link to their flickr site or their web site if people want to
look at their photos.

Another useful site is for moths of North America, http:f]
mothphotographersgroup.msstate.edu/ . This is another site
where you can submit your North American moth photos
and get lots of good input on what it is.

Before putting your photos online, or emailing them to
others, be sure to crop and reduce your photo from the
original huge size. Some good free software I use for cropping,
renaming, and many simple photo manipulations is irfanview.
You can download this from www.irfanview.com. You can
always attach your photos to an email and send them to
someone for help, or to brag on what a beautiful species you
photographed. I usually crop them to 640 x 480, the smallest
size, and send them as a jpg, not raw. This works fine on a
computer screen, but it’s too small for printing. That’s a
whole different subject.

Announcement

Lepidoptera Course in Arizona
August 14-22, 2011

The third annual Lepidoptera Course will be held at the
Southwestern Research Station (SWRS) in the Chiricahua
Mountains of southeastern Arizona (a 2% hour drive from
Tucson). The focus of the course is to train graduate
students, post-docs, faculty, and serious citizen-scientists in
the biology, classification and identification of butterflies and
moths. Topics to be covered include an extensive introduction
to adult and larval morphology with a focus on
taxonomically-important traits, field work on both adults
and larvae, collecting and curation techniques, genitalia
dissection and preparation, use (and abuse) of DNA bar-
coding, larval host plant ecology and evolution, Lepidoptera
defenses, and general issues in systematics. Days will consist
of trips to various habitats, lectures, and nocturnal collecting
with an emphasis on identification to the family and, where
possible, species level.

Location: Because of its extensive series of Sky-Island
mountain ranges, SE Arizona has the highest diversity of
Lepidoptera species in the US. Low desert scrub, oak and
mixed oak-pine woodland, lush riparian habitat, juniper,
douglas fir, and mountain meadows can all be found within
a 40 minute drive of the station, making the SWRS is an
ideal location for the course.

For 2011, the instructors include: Jim Brock (U of Arizona),
John Brown (USDA-SEL, United States National Museum),
Richard Brown (Mississippi State), Bill Conner (Wake Forest
University), Sangmi Lee (Mississippi State), Jim Miller
(American Museum of Natural History), Ray Nagle (U of
Arizona), Chris Schmidt (Canadian National Collections),
Bruce Walsh (U of Arizona), and Jennifer Zaspel (U of
Wisconsin). Hugh McGuiness (The Ross School) will be the
course curator and PD. Hulce (SWRS) will assist with the
logistics of the course.

The cost is $1000 for returning alumni as well as for people
actively enrolled in college or graduate school and $1100 for
all others. Tuition covers overhead costs of the workshop
and room and board at the SWRS. Course enrollment will
be limited to 20 students. The application deadline is 14 June
2011. Full course details and an application form can be
found at the SWRS website:

http://research.amnh.org/swrs/education/lepidoptera-course
as well as at www.lepcourse.org.

For additional information you may contact:

Tresa Glore

Southwestern Research Station
PO. Box 16553

Portal, Arizona 85632
tglore@amnh.org; 520-558-2396
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