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leven chapters of Vladimir Nabokov’s autobiography, “Speak,

Memory,” initially appeared, out of order, in 7The New Yorker.
“Portrait of My Uncle,” one of his first prose pieces in the magazine,
became Chapter 3. Chapter 1, originally titled “The Perfect Past,” came
out last. Its opening line—“The cradle rocks above an abyss, and common
sense tells us that our existence is but a brief crack of light between two

eternities of darkness”—has, by now, been seared into numberless brains.
y DY ’

The most interesting texts often include tips about how to read them.
Midway through “The Perfect Past,” we find an instructive anecdote. Part
1:in 1904, a family friend, General Kuropatkin, is entertaining young
Nabokov with a trick involving matches when he is suddenly called away
to the Russo-Japanese War. Part 2: fifteen years later, while fleeing
Petrograd, Nabokov’s father is accosted on a bridge by a gray-bearded
peasant, who asks for a light and proves to be Kuropatkin in disguise.
Nabokov alerts readers to “the evolution of the match theme: Those
magic ones he had shown me had been trifled with and mislaid, and his
armies had also vanished, and everything had fallen through”—just like
the toy trains he had moved over frozen puddles the following winter,
imagining them crossing Lake Baikal. The “true purpose of
autobiography,” Nabokov continues, is “the following of such thematic

designs through one’s life.”

“Speak, Memory” reframes life itself as a detective novel sparkling with
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clues. Nabokov professed to “abhor” crime fiction, maybe because what he
was trying to solve wasn't a crime but its opposite: a transpersonal, death-
undoing act of recuperation. Interpreted correctly, the clues would reveal
the “two eternities of darkness” as an illusion. The “walls of time” would
fall away—just like the last sofa cushion in the “pitch-dark tunnel”
through which Nabokov, as a toddler, would propel himself “on rapidly
thudding hands and knees” before emerging into the drawing room of his

family’s country home.

It’s a testament to cosmic synchronicities, and the thoughtfulness of 7e
New Yorker, that a cartoon on the page where that passage appears shows
passengers in a glass-topped “dome car”—then a new technology—
ducking their heads as their train rushes into a tunnel. The cartoon on the
following page seems, initially, less relevant: four ladies at a card table, one
declaring, “Of course you understand I don’t always have what I bid.” But
consider the game—and the significance, here and elsewhere, of bridges.
Consider Nabokov’s claim to have envisioned his memoir “according to
the way his life had been planned by unknown players of games.” Think
of other groups of seated women: of the fates, and of table-turning. A
poem on the same page, at the end of “T'he Perfect Past,” is titled

“Séance.”

Séances play a role in Nabokov’s 1962 novel, “Pale Fire’—which, like
“Speak, Memory,” is an artistic effort to undo the losses incurred by time,
to find the “correlated pattern in the game.” In a pivotal scene, Hazel
Shade communicates with a ghostly “roundlet of pale light.” After her
death, the light reappears in a poem by her father, posthumously
published in “the New York magazine 7he Beau and the Butterfly.”

It clearly struck Nabokov as remarkable that the magazine that played a



decisive role in his American career had, as its emblem, a young aristocrat
examining a butterfly—a cartoonish image of Nabokov’s own youth. A
lifelong lepidopterist, Nabokov often invoked the butterfly to collapse
time and space. In “Speak, Memory,” he chases a swallowtail in
prerevolutionary Russia, only to rediscover it, forty years later, on a
dandelion in Colorado—during a sojourn made possible, he explains,
because Harold Ross, The New Yorker’s founding editor, “hit it off so well
with the ghost of my past.” A contract with the magazine saw Nabokov
through his cash-strapped pre-“Lolita” years—and continued beyond

them for three decades.

Long after Nabokov’s death, a fantastic-sounding theory that he had
formulated about butterfly migration was vindicated via gene sequencing.
(He had proposed that New World Polyommatus blues had originated, a
bit like himself, in Asia, migrating in five waves across the Bering Strait.)
In at least this instance, a Nabokovian literary resonance turned out to

reflect an empirical truth. In future years, will more cases come to light? ¢

Read the original story.
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The Perfect Past

Neither in environment nor in heredity can I ﬁnd the exact instrument that

fashioned me.

Published in the print edition of the
June 9, 2025, issue.

L/if Batuman has
been a staff writer at
The New Yorker since
2010. Her books
include the novel

“‘Either/Or.”



https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/06/09
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/elif-batuman
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/elif-batuman
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09DK6VB27/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1950/04/15/the-perfect-past

TAKES

Mark Singer
on John
Bainbridge’s
“The Super-
Americans”

As an Oklahoman,

I knew too well the

Get 1 hHe New
Yorkers daily

newsletter

Keep up with everything we
offer, plus exclusives
available only to newsletter
readers, directly in your in-

READ MORE

TAKES

Julian Lucas
on Hilton
Als’s “The
Islander”
The reporter’s

casually piercing,

coolly amused

BOOKS

William F.
Buckley, Jr.,
and the
Invention of
American
Conservatism

A new biography

Ad

SPONSORED
CONTENT

Miu Miu's
Wander
and
Arcadie
O

Al

Tl

of

Li


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/takes/mark-singer-on-john-bainbridges-the-super-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/takes/julian-lucas-on-hilton-alss-the-islander#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/06/02/buckley-sam-tanenhaus-book-review#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/takes/mark-singer-on-john-bainbridges-the-super-americans#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/takes/julian-lucas-on-hilton-alss-the-islander#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/06/02/buckley-sam-tanenhaus-book-review#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvnbpdt9DTWOqMItE2cQyaClQfAXo2hqJYtl7PGN0a6P8AjK79i4fMlFhub8jy95b95gKMpeXJEhEqXKQiaO-aCByptD31mCvKrEZ0zKQWeu34nBMBm7EDQgSCmJWLTqZ_OSaRt4fPUYVvAVPVT7I55QYGmcDI3WWyBt8hfE_T6J05Pn2H1I2o_czIGE7H7sYCRmVLBCeWSol93Oz6OOOOgo0lbhGQVWRC-zxcnX6c3ppm4gvhlYLM3dbvsrbpYubLn5P3pTzcYcOhlkd3r6lOK1uRhnssjxV712j7OQzYVpnqB7x_c-1EemCWDpyeOEaLmbK75XXoxIVGxigeysCYiu8sMtJfCJpl0f4ZnwPgO5Gk0gMqkdaYM1K5wJ1sAQlczHlhzVtmpZnyHgxJWuqeqLR_YHIGPrhUMcsoIGQ&sai=AMfl-YQ4i0tKD_NjJ6noEhHuqgY19e3VBocC6Wqg2QLegtsJdzo8iTUI5bGJeuEox_1a3zHKyroOi7IkH5TqIwpBt4o0mlLeLnfpLJWSp07TocvAu3lne-GOQWZi34SWFuKPhKdF9E-ZpV4T7EYhEwyCNzhT-44fvKVoSf4k9b2zRvLD5I42dIxEgTOdlDwyWJmPW81S-gZdToYB-JNJmycGbEGVFAMINjINbBArZ_rbUqw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNDJfIcmWo-QEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.vogue.com/sponsored/article/miu-mius-wander-and-arcadie-open-up-about-their-love-of-literature
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvnbpdt9DTWOqMItE2cQyaClQfAXo2hqJYtl7PGN0a6P8AjK79i4fMlFhub8jy95b95gKMpeXJEhEqXKQiaO-aCByptD31mCvKrEZ0zKQWeu34nBMBm7EDQgSCmJWLTqZ_OSaRt4fPUYVvAVPVT7I55QYGmcDI3WWyBt8hfE_T6J05Pn2H1I2o_czIGE7H7sYCRmVLBCeWSol93Oz6OOOOgo0lbhGQVWRC-zxcnX6c3ppm4gvhlYLM3dbvsrbpYubLn5P3pTzcYcOhlkd3r6lOK1uRhnssjxV712j7OQzYVpnqB7x_c-1EemCWDpyeOEaLmbK75XXoxIVGxigeysCYiu8sMtJfCJpl0f4ZnwPgO5Gk0gMqkdaYM1K5wJ1sAQlczHlhzVtmpZnyHgxJWuqeqLR_YHIGPrhUMcsoIGQ&sai=AMfl-YQ4i0tKD_NjJ6noEhHuqgY19e3VBocC6Wqg2QLegtsJdzo8iTUI5bGJeuEox_1a3zHKyroOi7IkH5TqIwpBt4o0mlLeLnfpLJWSp07TocvAu3lne-GOQWZi34SWFuKPhKdF9E-ZpV4T7EYhEwyCNzhT-44fvKVoSf4k9b2zRvLD5I42dIxEgTOdlDwyWJmPW81S-gZdToYB-JNJmycGbEGVFAMINjINbBArZ_rbUqw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNDJfIcmWo-QEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.vogue.com/sponsored/article/miu-mius-wander-and-arcadie-open-up-about-their-love-of-literature

Texan behaviors
that Bainbridge

anatomized.

By Mark Singer

PAGE-TURNER

Alba de
Céspedes’s
Broadcasts
Against
Fascism

During the Second
World War, the
Italian writer took
to the radio, urging
resistance to the

pressures of
tyranny.
By Ann Goldstein

Profile of Derek
Walcott
introduced me to a
man whose poetry
I had read and
whose behavior I

hadn’t expected.

By Julian Lucas

A CRITIC AT LARGE

How
Margaret

Fuller Set
Minds on Fire

High-minded and
scandal-prone, a
foe of marriage
who dreamed of
domesticity, Fuller
radiated a
charisma that
helped ignite the
fight for women’s
rights.

By James Marcus

traces the ascent of
a man who made
the postwar right
at once urbane,
combative, and

camera-ready.

By Louis Menand

PAGE-TURNER

Colum
McCann'’s
Limp Novel of
Digital Life

In “Twist,” the
characterization is
listless and the

internet is just a

series of tubes.

By Katy Waldman

THE NEW YORKER
RADIO HOUR

Percival
Everett’s
“James” Wins

a Pulitzer

The writer and
National Book

Award winner on

his book “James.”


https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/alba-de-cespedess-broadcasts-against-fascism#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/06/09/how-margaret-fuller-set-minds-on-fire#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/colum-mccanns-limp-novel-of-digital-life#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/podcast/the-new-yorker-radio-hour/percival-everetts-james-wins-a-pulitzer#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/alba-de-cespedess-broadcasts-against-fascism#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/06/09/how-margaret-fuller-set-minds-on-fire#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/colum-mccanns-limp-novel-of-digital-life#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/podcast/the-new-yorker-radio-hour/percival-everetts-james-wins-a-pulitzer#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/alison-bechdel-and-the-search-for-the-beginners-mind#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/in-daniel-kehlmanns-latest-novel-everyones-a-collaborator#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/book-currents/peter-godfrey-smith-on-alien-intelligences-in-our-midst#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/05/26/who-knew-barry-diller-book-review#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1

UNDER REVIEW

Alison
Bechdel and
the Search for
the Beginner’s
Mind

With the

cartoonist’s new
graphic novel, she
appears once again
to be trying for the
“light, fun” book
she’s longed to

write.

By Charlie Tyson

PAGE-TURNER

In Daniel
Kehlmann’s
Latest Novel,
Everyone’s a
Collaborator
“The Director”

uses the

filmmaking career
of G. W. Pabst to

map the moral and

BOOK CURRENTS

Peter
Godfrey-
Smith on
Alien

Intelligences

in Our Midst
The philosopher

discusses three
novels about

cephalopods’

artistic mysterious forms
disintegration of of consciousness.
Nazi-occupied
Europe.
By David Denby

Special Offer

A gift they'll love.

Give your loved one a subscription to The New Yorker

and get a free tote for yourself.

BOOKS

How Barry
Diller Stayed
on Top

In his new memoir,
the media mogul
recalls a career
built as much on
serendipity as on

strategy.

By Adam Gopnik

THE

NEW YORKER
[0


https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/alison-bechdel-and-the-search-for-the-beginners-mind#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/in-daniel-kehlmanns-latest-novel-everyones-a-collaborator#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/books/book-currents/peter-godfrey-smith-on-alien-intelligences-in-our-midst#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/05/26/who-knew-barry-diller-book-review#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc_2e7b8993-0d6b-41ff-b21e-bba9e028e50c_roberta-similarity1
https://subscriptions.newyorker.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_mag_code=NYR&cds_page_id=279670&cds_response_key=84XHAAAA1

