The Ace in “The Queen of Spades”
Sergei Davydov

W nocTeneHHO B YCHITEHbE
M 4yBCTB ¥ IyM BHAJAET OH,
A mepel HIM BOOOpakeHbe
CBoit niectprlit MeueT apaoH.

—A. S. Pushkin, Evgenii Onegin, 8:37

(And slowly, as his mind and feeling / descend into a languid dream, / Imag-
ination takes up dealing / her motley Faro game to him.)

At a card table at the beginning of “Pikovaia dama” (The queen of
spades), Tomskii recounts a tale about his flamboyant grandmother, an
avid Faro player. In her youth the Countess once lost a large sum to the
Duke of Orleans au jeu de la Reine at Versailles. When her husband refused
to pay off her debt, the Countess turned to the adventurer and wonder-
man Count Saint-Germain for help. Instead of lending her money, the old
eccentric revealed to her three secret cards with which she won back
everything she had lost. Tomskii’s bizarre tale provokes three responses
among the Petersburg gamblers:

“Mere chance!” said one of the guests.

“A fairy tale!” remarked Germann.

“Perhaps they were powdered [doctored] cards,” joined in a third.
“I don’t think so,” Tomskii replied in a serious tone.!

Tomskii, the narrator of this remarkable episode, rejects all three rational
explanations and insists on the validity of the supernatural event. Which
response is correct? Those who explain the mystery in natural, realistic
terms (chance, lie, trickery), or Tomskii, who insists on the intrusion of
the supernatural? Fedor Dostoevskii addressed this question in a letter to
Iu. F. Abaza:

Pushkin, who has given us almost all artistic forms, wrote “The Queen of
Spades”™—the pinnacle of the art of the fantastic. One believes that Ger-
mann actually saw an apparition, and precisely in accordance with his
worldview, and yet, having finished the tale, one does not know how to
decide: did this vision emerge from Germann’s own nature [realistic so-
lution], or is he actually one of those who have come into contact with

The first portion of this article develops the argument I made in a note “Real’'noe i fan-
tasticheskoe v ‘Pikovoj dame,’” in Revue des études Slaves 59 (1987): 263-67. 1 would like to
thank my anonymous referees for several felicitous formulations and the guest editor of
this issue, Stephanie Sandler, for her inspiring suggestions.

1. A. S. Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 17 vols. (Moscow, 1937-1959), 8.1:228-29.
All Russian quotations are from this volume (hereafter PSS, 17 vols.); all translations of
“The Queen of Spades” are from Alexander Pushkin, Complete Prose Fiction, trans. and ed.
Paul Debreczeny (Stanford, 1983; hereafter CPF). All other translations are mine.
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another world, a world of spirits, evil and hostile to man [supernatural
solution] [...] Now this is what I call art! [Vt éfo iskusstvo!]?

In his book on the fantastic, Tzvetan Todorov maintains that the
reader’s vacillation between the natural and supernatural cause of an un-
canny phenomenon is the chief precondition for the genre of the fantas-
tic.> An exclusive decision for or against the intrusion of the supernatural
would destroy the foremost virtue of Pushkin’s tale, the “seamless fusion
of the fantastic with the realistic” that both invites and frustrates logical
decoding.*

As skeptical as the Petersburg gamblers, the literary critics remain un-
convinced by Tomskii’s insistence on the supernatural nature of the trig-
gering event. In pursuit of rational solutions, three questions are usually
raised: (1) What is the origin of the magic trey, seven, and ace? (2) Could
Germann (or the reader) have identified the three cards without the
ghost’s intervention? (3) How does one explain Germann’s fatal blunder
of confusing the ace with the queen in his last game?

Trey, Seven, Ace

Few today share Mikhail Gershenzon’s opinion that “it really does not mat-
ter whether Germann in his hallucination fancied these particular cards
rather than some other three cards.”® In searching for the origin of the
three, seven, and one (one being the numerical value of the ace), critics
have turned to literary sources with which Pushkin was or might have
been familiar. The first link to Pushkin’s triplet was found in the two lines
from Fedor Glinka’s 1828 poem “Brachnyi pir Toviia” (Tobias’s wedding
feast), which contain two of the three cards: “Malo 1’ platy? / Utroit’ syn!
usemerit’” (Not enough pay? Triple it, septuple it, my son!).® Viktor Vino-
gradov suggested another likely source, Karl Heun's novella Der hollindische
Jude in which the hero bets on the magic trey and seven and wins a for-
tune.” Again, this subtext leaves out the ace. In fact, no single literary
source can account for all three cards of Pushkin’s triplet.®

Boris Tomashevskii and Vladimir Nabokov suggested an extraliterary
source that might sensibly have motivated Pushkin’s choice. Both scholars
argued that the numbers 1-3-7 are derived from the sequence of three

2. 15 June 1880; F. M. Dostoevskii, Pis'ma, ed. A. S. Dolinin (Moscow, 1959), 4:178.

3. See Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans.
Richard Howard (Ithaca, 1975), 25-26.

4. Caryl Emerson, ““The Queen of Spades’ and the Open End,” in David Bethea, ed.,
Pushkin Today (Bloomington, 1993), 32.

5. Mikhail Gershenzon, Mudrost' Pushkina (Moscow, 1919), 102.

6. Pointed out by N. Kashin, “Po povodu ‘Pikovoi damy,’” Pushkin i ego sovremenniki,
1927, nos. 31-32:34.

7. Viktor Vinogradov, “Stil’ ‘Pikovoi damy,’” Vremennik Pushkinskoi komissii (1936): 87—
88. Karl Heun wrote under the pseudonym Heinrich Clauren. His novella “Gollandskii ku-
pets” was translated in Syn otechestva 101, no. 9 (1825): 3-51, and reprinted in 1832. See
also I. Gribushin, “Iz nabliudenii nad tekstami Pushkina: Vyigrysh na troiku i semerku do
‘Pikovoi damy,”” Vremennik Pushkinskoi komissii (1973): 8589,

8. For other subtexts, see Paul Debreczeny, The Other Pushkin (Stanford, 1983), 204 9.
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straight wins in the game of Faro, if the stakes are doubled each time. If
the initial stake (le va) is one, then the first win equals une et le va; the sec-
ond, trois et le va; the third, sept et le va; and so on.® Pushkin himself men-
tions this lucky series—sonica, paroli, paroli-paix—in the beginning of his
tale. The sequence 1-3-7 would have been known to Germann who never
plays himself but “would sit by the card table whole nights and follow
with feverish trembling the different turns of the game.” Though Toma-
shevskii’s and Nabokov’s answer offers the most likely explanation so far
for the identity of the three cards, it is marred by one flaw: it fails to indi-
cate the correct sequence in which the cards had to be played in order to
win. Because the ace is in the wrong position, this theory, too, is not en-
tirely satisfactory.

It was essential for Pushkin that a pervasive sense of the occult be sus-
tained throughout the tale. References to the elixir of life and lapis
philosophorum, the secret galvanism, Joseph-Michel Montgolfier’s balloon
and Friedrich Anton Mesmer’s magnetism, the obscure epigraph from the
mystic Emanuel Swedenborg, and the ominous quote from a Fortune- Teller
are all indispensable ingredients of Pushkin’s arcane brew. Stimulated by
its potency, but impegvious to the irony of Pushkin's tale, critics have
availed themselves of a number of occult tools in order to extract the
three cards from various numerological motifs.! One shortcoming of this
approach is that the tale contains a profusion of numbers and dates (1, 2,
3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,12, 17, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 87, 100, 275, 47,000,
50,000, 94,000, 300,000) from which any card can be produced. When the
focus is on a smaller textual segment, such as “Vot chto utroit, usemerit
moi kapital” (This is what will triple, septuple my capital), one card, usu-
ally the ace, is missing.from the triplet. Even when all three cards can be
obtained from a given passage, the sequence is incorrect.!

The same problem that mars the numerological approach also applies
to gematria, that is, the anagrammatic method of extracting the cards
from the sound texture of the tale. Lauren Leighton ingeniously discov-
ered many card logogriphs in the famous passage describing the Count-
ess’s boudoir:

9. See Boris Tomashevskii’s letter to André Meynieux, in Pouchkine, Oeuuvres complétes,
ed. A. Meynieux, 3 vols. (Paris, 1953-58), 3:50075; and Vladimir Nabokov, Eugene Onegin:
A Novel in Verse by Aleksandr Pushkin, 4 vols. (Princeton, 1964), 2:261.

10. See Aleksandr Slonimskii, “O kompozitsii ‘Pikovoi damy,’” Pushkinskii sbornik
pamiati prof. S. A. Vengerova (Moscow, 1923), 171-80; Peter Bicilli, “Zametki o Pushkine,”
Slavia 11 (1932): 557—60; Vinogradov, “Stil’ ‘Pikovoi damy’”; J. Thomas Shaw, “The ‘Con-
clusion’ of Pushkin’s ‘Queen of Spades,’” in Z. Folejewski, ed., Studies in Russian and Polish
Literature in. Honor of Waclaw Lednicki (The Hague, 1962), 114~26; Andrei Kodjak, “The
Queen of Spades’ in the Context of the Faust Legend,” in Andrei Kodjak and Kirill Tara-
novsky, eds., Alexander Puskin: A Symposium on the 175th Anniversary of His Birth (New York,
1976), 87-118; Lauren G. Leighton, “Numbers and Numerology in ‘The Queen of
Spades,”” Canadian Slavonic Papers 19, no. 4 (1977): 417-43.

11. The importance of the sequence was pointed out by Diana Burgin, “The Mystery
of ‘Pikovaia Dama’: A New Interpretation,” in Joachim T. Baer and Norman W. Ingham,
eds., Mnemozina: Studia litteraria Russica in honorem Vsevolod Setchkarev (Munich, 1974), 46;
and Nathan Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,”” Slavic and East European
Journal 19 (1975): 256.
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Ilepen XuBOTOM, HANONHEHHEIM cTaPWurevu " [3] 06PA3amu [1], Te-
[UTIIach 3050Tas Jamuana. Ilommsaneie mrodubie kpecna u [JuBAHEL
[2] ¢ NyXOBBIMH IOAYIUKAMH, C COLIEIIIEH NO30JIOTO0, CTOSIIM B NE4aIIb-
noit CaMMETPHu [7, 3] OKoJIO CTeH, 06MTHIX KUTalCKaMu OOO0AMH. Ha
_CcTeHe BUCeM ABa [2] mopTpeTa, nucaHHbie B Ilapuxe mme Lebrun [Q].
Opux [1] w3 HEX U306 paxa Myscuury JIET COPOKa, PyMAHHOTO K IIOJTHOTO,
B CBETJIO3EJIEHOM MyHmupe u co 3Besnoil [1]; mpyro# [2]—momonyro
Kpacaguyy ¢ OPJIMHEIM HOCOM, C 329€CaHHBIMH BHCKAMH M € PO30I0 B IIy-
npennpix ponocax [Q]. Mo sCEM [7] ymiaM Topyaim dapdhopossie na-
CTYIIKH, CTOJIOBBIE Yachl pabOTEI CJIABHOTO Leroy [K], KOpOOOYKH, DYJIETKH,
Beepa u PA3mpie [1] mamckue [Q] urpymxu, n300peTEHHBIE B KOHIE
munyeurero cronetus BMECrte [7] ¢ MoHromb(pbepoBeM 1WapoM H
MECMmepOBeiM [7, 8] MarHeTH3MOM.

(A gold sanctuary lamp burned in front of an icon-case filled with ancient
icons. Armchairs with faded damask upholstery and down-cushioned so-
fas, their gilt coating worn, stood in melancholy symmetry along the walls,
which were covered with Chinese silk. Two portraits, painted in Paris by
Mme. Lebrun, hung on the wall. One of them showed a man about forty
years old, red-faced and portly, wearing a light green coat with a star;
the other a beautiful young woman with an aquiline nose, with her hair
combed back over her temples, and with a rose in her powdered locks.
Every nook and corner was crowded with china shepherdesses, table
clocks made by the famous Leroy, little boxes, bandalores, fans, and di-
verse other ladies’ toys invented at the end of the last century, along with
Montgolfier’s balloon and Mesmer’s magnetism.) 12

No doubt the description of the Countess’s remarkable boudoir, which
Gershenzon inexplicably characterized as Pushkin’s “artistic blunder”
(khudozhestvennyi promakh),'® is one of the most mesmerizing passages of
the tale, rife with numerical allusions. The only problem is that in addi-
tion to the 3, 7, and 1, this passage generates a number of other cards,
such as 2, 8, K, and Q, and it, too, fails to provide the proper order in
which the cards should be played. When focusing on a smaller anagram-
matic sample, as a rule, one card is missing:

... donapu ceeTusmics TY Cino; yymanst 6bim Y CTer. Wspenka TAHYICT
Banbka Ha Tomeit kisue, BeicMaTPHBas 3ano3namnoro cemoxa. [1,1,3] ...
Ha ero MECre or noCT Vimun 661 cosBCEM unave [7, 1, 7] . . .—s IpUYIHOIO
ee CMEPTH [7, 8] . . —5 me xotenee CMEPTH, [7, 3] .. . B oTy MuHYTY
1oKasaJick emy, 4o Mepreas HaCMEUUmMBO B3TISHIA HA HETO, MpHILy-
pusas OJHUM riazom. [epManH, MOCNEINHO MONABIIACH Ha3all, oCTY-
N@JICs ¥ HaB3HUYE TpaHyics o6 3ems. [7, 1, 1]

([. . .] the lights shone dimly; the streets were deserted. Only occasion-
ally did a cabdriver shamble by with his scrawny nag, on the lookout for
a late passenger [. . .] in his friend’s place he would have acted entirely

12. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:239~40; CPE, 222-23. 1 have capitalized only the most direct al-
lusions to cards found by Leighton and have added to them one ace and one seven. See
Leighton, “Gematria in ‘The Queen of Spades”: A Decembrist Puzzle,” Slavic and East Eu-
ropean Journal 21 (1976): 455--56.

138. Gershenzon, Mudrost' Pushkina, 111-12.
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differently [. ..] I caused her death [. . .] I did not wish her death {. . .]
At that moment it seemed to him that the deceased cast a mocking
glance at him, screwing up one of her eyes. He moved back hastily, missed
his step, and crashed to the ground flat on his back.) *

No matter how intriguing, an exclusively numerological or gematric ap-
proach only multiplies the “codes that tantalize but do not quite add up.”?s

On the other hand, a cryptographic reading that combines elements of
both methods can yield, I suspect, a less illusory solution. Consider, for ex-
ample, the following passage in which the three cards are disguised under
the expressions of time, producing a curious chronogram:

OIHAX Ibl—oTo0 ciyyunock JBA [THS nocne Beuepa, ONHCAHHOTO B
Hauae 1ol mosectH, 1 32 HEJIEJTIO nepex Toit CLeHOH, Ha KOTOPO# MBI
ocranoswmick,—OJHAXIbI Jluzapera ViBaHOBHA . . .

(One time—this happened two days after the party described at the begin-
ning of our story and a week before the scene that we have just detailed—
one time Lizaveta Ivanovna [. . .]) 16

“Odnazhdy” stands for the ace (1), “nedelia” for the 7. In order to obtain
the missing 3, we have to add to these two days that one “imperceptible
night” which Pushkin described at the opening of the tale:

There was a card part} at the house of Narumov, the officer of the Horse
Guards. The long winter night passed imperceptibly; it was close to five in the
morning when the company sat down to supper.'’

Because this passage produces the three cards and points in the direction
of the correct sequence: 1-3-7-1, it provides us with the needed key to en-

ter the next chronogram, which Pushkin encrypted in the same code and .

which contains the three cards in the correct order:

He nposio mpex nedeaw [3, 7] ¢ Toit OB, kak OHA B nepeviil pas [1] yeu-
[IeNa B OKOLIKO MOJIOZOTO 4€JIOBEKA . . .

(Less than three weeks [3, 7] had passed since she had first [1] caught
sight of the young man through the window [...])*®

Perhaps the most frequently quoted passage from which the critics
have attempted to extract the magic cards is Germann’s inner monologue
in chapter 2:

"Tla u camblit agexnot? . . . MoXHO Jt emy Beputh? . . . Hert! pacyer,
YMEpEeHHOCTh M TPYLOMOOMe: BOT MOH TPH BEPHBIC KapTHl, BOT 4TO
ympoum, ycemepurm MOW KalUTall ¥ HOCTaBUT MHE NOKOH M HE3aBHCH-
MOCTB."

(“And what about the anecdote itself? . . . Can one put any faith in it? . ...
No! Calculation, moderation, and industry; these are my three reliable

14. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:239, 244, 245, 247, and CPF, 222, 226, 227, 229.
15. Emerson, “The Queen of Spades’ and the Open End,” 6.

16. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:234, and CPF, 217 (emphasis mine).

17. CPE 217 (emphasis mine). .

18. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:243, and CPF, 225 (emphasis mine).
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cards. They will treble my capital, increase it sevenfold, and bring me ease
and independence!”) 1

Aleksandr Slonimskii, who was the first to comment on this passage, speaks
of a “double motivation” for the first two cards: the natural (through Ger-
mann) and the supernatural (through the Countess).2° Andrei Kodjak
agrees that Germann “has subconsciously determined two of the cards
that the Countess would reveal to him. Here, however, the psychological
theory breaks down; the third winning card—the ace—remains inexplic-
able.”2! Nathan Rosen, who also cites this passage, concludes: “The fact
that the ace is not included in the passage [. . .] suggests a flaw in this
approach.”??

Having more trustin Pushkin than in the Pushkinists, I would like to in-
sist on the flawlessness of the poet’s cryptographic method, for Germann’s
words do contain all three cards, including the missing ace. Squeezed be-
tween the 3 and 7 hides the phonetically assimilated fuz [tus]:

vot chto utroiT, USemerit moi kapital.

Pushkin’s sleight of hand may be counted on to uncover the right card at
the exact time. The tale’s maxim, according to which “two fixed ideas can
no more coexist in the moral sphere than can two bodies occupy the same
space in the physical world,” does not apply to the poetic time and space
of Pushkin’s anagrams.??

Moreover, the principle of covering up the middle card seems to be
derived directly from Faro. The game is played with two decks of cards.
Each punter selects a card of his choice from one deck, places it face down

19. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:235, and CPF, 219 (emphasis mine).

90. Slonimskii, “O kompoxzitsii ‘Pikovoi damy,’” 176.

21. Kodjak, “The Queen of Spades’ in the Context of the Faust Legend,” 89.

22. Rosen, “The Magic Cards in “The Queen of Spades,”” 255.

93. “For us, charades and logogriphs are child’s play, but in Karamzin's time, when lex-
ical detail and play with devices were in the foreground, such games were a literary genre.”
Iurii Tynianov, “Literaturnyi fakt” (1924), in Poetika, istoriia Literatury, kino (Moscow, 1977),
275. Similar anagrammatic jeux d’esprit were a favorite pastime among Pushkin’s friends.
The readers of their school journal, Litseiskii mudrets, readily solved A. Ilichevskii’s co-
nundrums such as the following “charade-logogriph” (Illichevskii’s own term): “Sadovniki
v sadu sadiat menia, / Poety nad mogiloi. / Otkin’ mne golovu,—ivotuzh vitiaz' ia, / Kho-
tia po pravde khilyi. / Otkinesh’ briukho mne, ia stanovlius’ travoi, / Il kushan’em pered
toboi. / Slozhi mne briukho s golovoi—/ Ia stanu pred toboi s tovarom, / Ni slova ne
skazal ia darom, / Poimi zh menia, chitatel’ moi.” (The gardeners plant me in the garden,
/ the poets over the grave. / Cut off my head—I become a legendary warrior, / though,
to tell the truth, a wimpy one. / Remove my belly—I turn into grass / or food before your
very eyes. / Attach the belly to my head—/ I stand before you with my wares. / Not a word
I said in vain; / understand me, my reader?). K. Ia. Grot, Pushkinskii litsei, 2d ed. (St. Pe-
tersburg, 1998), 333. The answer to the charade is “kiparis” (cypress); its components:
“Paris, ris, kipa” (Paris, rice, stack). For Pushkin’s use of anagrammatic riddles, see my ar-
ticles “The Sound and Theme in the Prose of A. S. Pushkin: A Logo-Semantic Study of
Paronomasia,” Slavic and East European Journal 27 (1983): 1-18; and “The Shot’ by
Aleksandr Pushkin and Its Trajectories,” in J. Douglas Clayton, ed., Issues in Russian Litera-
ture before 1917: Selected Papers of the Third World Congress for Soviet and East European Studies
(Columbus, Ohio, 1989), 62-74.

The Ace in the “Queen of Spades” 315

on the table and makes his stake on it. (Germann chooses the trey in his
first game and bets 47,000 on it.) The banker then deals from a different
deck, placing two cards face up to the left and to the right of the punter’s
card. The punter then uncovers his card. If it matches the card on his left,
he wins, if it matches the card on his right, he loses. If no match occurs,
no one wins and the game continues. The punters may select for the next
round a different card or continue to bet on their old one. The actual suit
is irrelevant in Faro.

Thus, if we apply the rules of the game to the phrase “utroit, usemerit,”
the first reading of the phrase places the trey and the seven face up on the
page, the second, cryptic reading uncovers the elusive ace: “utroi-TUS-
emerit.” The fickle ace, a latecomer to this cryptogrammatic charade, was
hidden in the blind spot, both in the middle (graphically) and at the end
(perceptually).2* Most important, of course, is that this cryptogram, just
like the previous chronogram, precedes the ghost’s visit, and if the engi-
neer Germann had marked his own words more shrewdly, he might have
deduced the triplet and the correct sequence without the help of the
ghost. Nevertheless, the fact that the 3-7-1 would actually win still remains
rationally inexplicabley

There is, I believe, only one other passage prior to the ghost’s visit that
can produce all three cards in the proper sequence. But, since this pas-
sage is a rather complex cryptogram, involving numerology, gematria,
and visual transformations, we should first examine Pushkin’s method
more closely. Let us recall that after the ghost reveals the secret to Ger-
mann, he begins to perceive the surrounding reality as an encrypted text
displaying the most bizarre manifestations of the three cards. The follow-
ing passage, which Pushkin partially decoded for the benefit of the reader,
is a good illustration of this method and can serve as a key to other cryp-
tic passages of the tale:

Tpoiixa, ceMepka, Ty3—He BHIXO[NJIM U3 €r0 TOIOBBI 1 LIEBEIMIIMCE HA €r0
ry6ax. Veunes mo100yro Oesyuiky, on roopui: "Kak oHa cmpotinal . . .
Hacrosmas mpoiika uepeonnas". V Hero cupammsama: "Komopeuil uac”,
OH OTBeyay; "Oe3 MATH MUHYT cemepka”. Besxuil nysacmuli myxcuuHa
HaOMHHAJ eMy my3a. Tpoiika, ceMepka, Ty3—IIpeceHOBaJH €r0 BO CHE,
IIpUHEMAas BCE BO3MOXHBIE BUBL mpolika UBeJa MEpel HUM B 0Opase
OBIHOTO 2paHOUgaopa, cemepka TPENCTABIIANACH 20MUYECKUMU 60PO-
mamu, my3 OTPOMHBIM NAyKOM.

94, The fact that the ace is discovered as the last card of the series is conclusive proof
of the infallibility of Pushkin’s 3-7-1 sequence and, by the same token, of the shortsight-
edness of the interpreters of this phrase. See Slonimskii, “O kompozitsii ‘Pikovoi damy,™
176; Kashin, “Po povodu ‘Pikovoi damy,’” 33-34; V. V. Vinogradov, Stil' Pushkina (Moscow,
1941), 588; L. V. Chkhaidze, “O real’nom znachenii motiva trekh kart v ‘Pikovoi dame,””
Pushkin: Issledovaniiai materialy (Moscow-Leningrad, 1960), 3: 458; Shaw, “The ‘Conclusion’
of Pushkin’s ‘Queen of Spades,”” 119; L. S. Sidiakov, Khudozhestvennaia proza A. S. Pushkina
(Riga, 1973), 117; S. G. Bocharov, Poetika Pushkina (Moscow, 1974), 187; Rosen, “The
Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,’” 255; Kodjak, “The Queen of Spades’ in the Con-
text of the Faust Legend,” 89; L. Leighton, “Numbers and Numerology in “The Queen of
Spades,”” 427, and many others.
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(Trey, seven, ace—the threesome haunted him and was perpetually on
his lips. Seeing a young girl, he would say: “How shapely! . . . Just like a trey
of hearts.” If anybody asked him what time it was, he would answer, “Five
of the seven.” Every portly man reminded him of an ace. The trey, the
seven, and the ace hounded him even in his dreams, taking on every
imaginable form: the trey blossomed before him like a great luxuriant
flower; the seven appeared as a Gothic gate; and the ace assumed the shape
of an enormous spider. )

Rosen imaginatively illustrated the visual and auditory transformations
of the three cards into three diurnal and three nocturnal images. The di-
urnal transformations are self-explanatory. The “stroinaia devushka” is as-
sociated with the “froika chervonnaia” through the similarity of sound and
shape.? Just as the tale’s chronology contained the three cards, Ger-
mann’s second association turns time into a card: “Kotoryi chas™—“bez
piati minut semerka.” The third transformation of a “puzastyi muzhchina”
into a “tuz” is motivated by the similarity of sound and meaning: “tuz” is
also a man of rank and wealth.2? Unlike Germann’s diurnal associations,
their nocturnal counterparts are encoded in a more elusive manner that
involves “expansion and deformation.”?® Because the sound element is
absent from the oneiric transformations, the reader must rely on visual
clues alone. The trey with its three leaf-shaped spades or clubs on top of
each other blossoms at night into a “luxurious flower” (pyshnyi grandiflor),
perhaps a rosa grandiflora, which was also a Masonic Rose-Croix symbol.?
The seven appears in the guise of a gothic portal. This bizarre meta-
morphosis was deciphered by G. M. Koka, who convincingly related the
shape of Fel'ten’s gothic arch in Petersburg’s Ekaterininskii Garden to the
arrangement of the seven spades on this card. Pushkin’s friend Anton
Del'vig used an engraving of this portal as the frontispiece of his Severnye
tsvety (1830).3° Rosen illustrated the next metamorphosis of the ace into
a “gigantic spider” by linking the shape of the spade to an exotic triangu-
lar creature. The more common garden spider, pauk-krestovik, would be a
more likely candidate, for the cross sign on its back strikingly mimics the
club (see figure 1).

The diurnal and nocturnal associations seem to be meaningfully cor-
related: the analogy between the slender girl and the luxuriant flower (3),
and between the potbellied man and the gigantic spider (1) is quite obvi-
ous. The link between “five minutes to seven” and the gothic portal re-
mains elusive, however. Rosen suggested that “Gothic portals move time

25. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:249, and CPF, 230 (emphasis mine).

26. Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,’” 262.

27. Cf. A. Griboedov, “Chto za tuzy v Moskve zhivut i umiraiut” (Gore ot uma, act 2,
scene 1). There is a secondary sound association between the puzasty muzhching and fuz:
a chubby little fellow is also called bufuz in Russian.

28. Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,’” 262.

29. Harry B. Weber, “Pikovaia dama’: A Case for Freemasonry in Russian Literature,”
Slavic and East European Journal 12 (1968): 443.

30. “Khudozhestvennyi mir Pushkina,” in G. M. Koka, ed., Pushkin o0b iskusstve
(Moscow, 1962), 18. This arch is reproduced by Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen
of Spades,’” 264.
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backward to the Middle Ages of the Gothic novel, hence the day and night
associations of seven relate to time.”3! Kodjak offered an even more ab-
stract link between the day and night associations of the trey, seven, and
ace: “youth, passing time, old age = fertility, historical time, destruction
or death.”32 If Pushkin’s code is consistent, both metamorphoses of the
seven should relate to time in a more direct, visual way. Perhaps the fire-

place clock from Pushkin’s Petersburg apartment, whose case is a perfect .

miniature replica of a gothic arch, is the missing iconic link. The fact that
Pushkin used the passage of time to encode the three cards twice before
in his chronograms would then attest to the consistency of his method.
Although Germann’s spectacular associations occur only after the
ghost’s visit, these visual and auditory metamorphoses of the three cards
provide the key to another encoded passage that precedes the visit. The
paragraph that immediately follows the phrase “utroit, usemerit” seems to
contain in an encrypted form all three cards in the correct order:

Paccyx/as TakuM 06pa3oM, OYyTHICA OH B ONHOR W3 IaBHEIX yymi Ile-
TepOypra. Yimua Oriyia 3acTaBsieHa SKUNaXaMH, Kapembsl OJfHA 32 APYIO¥0
KaTUJUCh K OCBELUCHHOMY NONBE3LY. W3 xapem MOMEHYTHO BHITATUBAJI-
ach TO cmpoiinas Hozd MOJIORON KpacaBUILBL, TO epemyuan bomgbopma, TO
TIOTIOCATHINA YYIOK U dunsomamuveckuti dauumax. IlyOw! ¥ NIAIIA MENBKATIH
MHMO BEITHYaBOTro IBeinapa. [epMaHH OCTAHOBHIICS.

(Lost thus in thought, he found himself on one of the main streets of Pe-

tersburg, in front of an old-style house. The street was crowded with

equipages; one carriage after another rolled up to the lighted entrance.

Now a young beauty’s shapely leg, now a rattling [spurred] riding boot, now

a striped stocking and a diplomat’s shoe emerged from the carriages. Fur

coats and cloaks flitted by the stately doorman. Hermann stopped.) *
If we employ the already familiar cryptogrammatic clues, we may arrive at
the following reading: The phrase “karety odna za drugoiu katilis'” ana-
grammatically announces the arrival of the cards (karety-karty). (Compare
this with the analogous formulation in the next paragraph: “[Germann]
stavil kartu za kartoi.”) Next, Pushkin pulls from his deck the three cards,
disguised as the three pairs of feet stepping one after another from the ar-
riving carriages. The first card he lays forth is the froika: “Iz karet pomi-
nutno vytiagivalas’ to stroinaia noga molodoi krasavitsy.” The transforma-
tion of the trey into the “shapely foot of a young beauty” is a faithful
alliterative and a visual replica of the previous cryptogram: “Uvidev molo-
duiu devushku, on govoril: ‘Kak ona stroina! . . . Nastoiashchaia #rotka
chervonnaia.”” Next Pushkin sets down the seven in the guise of “gre-
muchaia botforta”; turned upside down, the “spurred boot” resembles a
seven. There can be little doubt that a “striped stocking and a diplomat’s
shoe” adorn the foot of a big shot, a tuz. This last transformation antici-
pates both of Germann’s later associations, which link the ace to a “pot-

31. Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,’” 263; suggested by Shaw,
“The ‘Conclusion’ of Pushkin’s ‘Queen of Spades,’” 120.

32. Kodjak, ““The Queen of Spades’ in the Context of the Faust Legend,” 97.

33. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:236, and CPF, 219 (emphasis mine).
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bellied man” and a “gigantic spider.” It is perhaps of interest to note that
the legs of the garden spider are conspicuously striped, a detail that fur-
ther tightens the web of correspondences between the various mutations
of the ace.®*

Thus, with (or without) a grain of salt, the “shapely foot,” the “spurred
boot,” and the “diplomatic shoe,” stepping out from the carriages in the
winning order before Germann’s very eyes, are encoded images of the
three magic cards. Had Germann been as keen an admirer of nozhki as was
his author, he might have solved the mystery without causing the death of
the Countess and, perhaps, he might have found solace at the “shapely
feet of a young beauty” such as Liza. Instead, he becomes privy to the “re-
pulsive mysteries” of the old lady’s toilette, as he watches how “her yellow
dress, embroidered with silver, fell to her swollen feet.”3?

The Queen

This last pair of feet brings us to the last card of this magic tale, to the bel-
dam of the story, the queen of spades. The old Countess Anna Fedotovna,
a truly extravagant relic of the eighteenth century, belongs among the
most remarkable of Pushkin’s creations. Her real life model was Princess
Nataliia Petrovna Golitsyna, whom Pushkin knew personally (see figure 2).
The princess served as a lady-in-waiting to five generations of Russian em-
perors and was ninety-two years old at the time Pushkin wrote his tale.
She was an avid gambler, and because of her failing eyesight, a deck of
large-format cards was kept for her at the court.?® Once, her grandson,
S. G. Golitsyn, had lost a large sum at cards and came to his grandmother
to beg for money. Instead of money, the princess told him of the three

winning cards that Saint-Germain had once revealed to her in Paris. The

grandson bet on them and regained his loss.3”

Nabokov discovered a German subtext for the Russian “Queen of
Spades” in a novel Pique-Dame: Berichte aus dem Irrenhause in Briefen (1826).
The novel is a collection of letters from an insane asylum, addressed to a

34. Those who might take my delicate leg twisting for leg pulling should find reas-
surance in Pushkin’s words to Prince Viazemskii: “Aristocratic prejudices are suitable for
you but not for me—I look at a finished poem of mine as a cobbler looks at a pair of his
boots: I sell for profit. The shop foreman judges my jack-boots (botforty) as not up to the
standard, he rips them up and ruins the piece of goods; I am the loser. I go and complain
to the district policeman.” From a letter to Viazemskii, March 1823, in J. Thomas Shaw,
trans. and ed., The Letters of Alexander Pushkin (Madison, 1967), 111. My incredulous arbiter
may turn for additional solace to Pushkin’s parable “Sapozhnik” (The cobbler, 1829): “A
cobbler, staring at a painting, / Has found the footwear on it flawed. / The artist promptly
fixed the failing, / But this is what the cobbler thought: / ‘It seems the face is slightly
crooked . .. / Iso’t that bosom rather nude?’ / Annoyed, Apelles interrupted: ‘Judge not,
my friend, above the boot!’” (trans. Rosanne Shield, unpublished manuscript).

35. CPF, 223.

36. N. Rabkina, “Istoricheskii prototip ‘Pikovoi damy,’” Voprosy istorii 43, no. 1 (1968):
213-16. Pushkin acknowledged the link between the princess and the Countess in his di-
ary entry of 7 April 1834.

37. V. Grigorenko et al., eds., Pushkin v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov, 2 vols. (Moscow,
1977), 2:195.

Figure 2. Princess N. P. Golitsyna (ne¢ Chernyshova) by an unknown painter, beginning of the nineteenth century

(courtesy of the Pushkin Museum, no. 656) and the card of the queen of spades.
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dead friend by a young gambler who ruined his life in a game of Faro when
he bet for the tenth time on the queen of spades.®®

Neither the Russian princess nor the Swedish Pigue-Dame can explain
the dénouement of Pushkin’s “Pikovaia dama,” however. The most puz-
zling aspect of Pushkin’s tale is not that the ghost reveals the three winning
cards to Germann, but that he actually fails to win with them. There have
been numerous attempts to explain the fatal displacement of the ace by
the queen in realistic terms. Some of the solutions echo the responses of
the gamblers at the beginning of the tale: “Mere chance!” “A fairy tale!”
“Perhaps they were powdered cards.” Gershenzon maintained that Ger-
mann pulled out the queen of spades by “pure coincidence,” and that
there was hardly any similarity between the card and the Countess.?® The
Soviet scholar L. V. Chkhaidze offered a crudely materialistic explanation,
claiming that in a new deck of cards “the printing tint was, of course, fresh,
and the cards were slightly sticking to each other. [. ..] Hence, everything
is explained realistically; there is no ‘mysticism’ in the tale whatsoever.” 40
Gary Rosenshield argued that by choosing the “wrong card” (the queen
instead of the ace), Germann has actually chosen the “right card,” be-
cause to “win would, of course, have been to lose; it would have been
never to gamble—to live—at all.”#! Vinogradov offered a more plausible
explanation of the uncanny dénouement; he cast the mysterious intrusion
of the queen of spades at the end of the tale as the materialization of Ger-
mann’s repressed guilt for the death of the old lady. ,

This psychological interpretation becomes even more valid if one takes
into account the various visual assimilations of the Countess with the card.
First Germann sees the Countess framed in a portrait by Mme Lebrun, de-
picting her as “a beautiful young woman, with an aquiline nose [and] a
rose in her powdered hair.” The portrait is reminiscent of the queen of
spades, shown in profile with a rose in her hand (figure 2). Observing the
Countess undressing, Germann sees her as an inverted double figure
framed in the mirror. In the same scene he sees her sitting in a rectangu-
lar Voltaire chair and involuntarily “swaying from left to right” as if moved

38. In his commentary to Eugene Onegin, Nabokov erroneously attributed this novel
by the Swedish romantic writer Clas Johan Livijn to its German translator la Motte-Fouqué
(Nabokov, Eugene Onegin, 3:97). The original title of Livijn’s novel is Spader Dame, en Beriit-
telse i Bref, Funne pa Danviken (1824). Pushkin could have been familiar with the novel in a
French translation. Moreover, its Swedish title and a brief plot summary appeared in
Mo'skovskz'i telegraf (1825). See D. M. Sharypkin, “Vokrug ‘Pikovoi damy,’” Vyemennik Pushkin-
skoi komissii (1972): 128-31; and J. Douglas Clayton, “‘Spader Dame,’” ‘Pique-Dame,” and
‘Pikovaia dama’: A German Source for Pushkin?” Germano-Slavica, 1974, no. 4:5~10.

39. Gershenzon, Mudrost’ Pushkina, 102-3.

40. Chkhaidze, “O real’'nom znachenii motiva trekh kart v ‘Pikovoi dame,’” 459.
_41. Gary Rosenshield, “Choosing the Right Card: Madness, Gambling, and the Imag-
ination in Pushkin’s “The Queen of Spades,”” PMLA 109 (1994): 1004. I have to admit that
I fail to understand this argument. If gambling was what Germann really desired, as Rosen-
shield claims, why should selecting the ace and winning 367,000 rubles have prevented
him from gambling again at some future point? The true gambler Chaplitskii continued
to gamble after his fabulous bet on the three cards the Countess had revealed to him.

42. Vinogradov, “Stil’ ‘Pikovoi damy,”” 96-97.
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by “the action of a hidden galvanism.”# In addition to the framing of the
Countess as a card, her swaying resembles the mechanics of the Faro
game, in which cards fall to the left and right of the punter’s card.* Twice
Germann glimpses the Countess framed in his window, and twice she
winks at him from other rectangular frames: from her open coffin and
from the fatal card when Germann is finally struck by the “extraordinary
likeness.”*®

Having established the visual link between the Countess and the card,
we may now look into the mechanics of the actual displacement of the ace
by the queen. To begin with, there is no visual resemblance between the
two cards that would account for Germann’s error. The contrast between
the ace, with its single suit in the center, and the queen, whose figure fills
almost the entire card, defies confusion. More likely, Germann’s inexplic-
able blunder was prepared through a chain of assimilations based on con-
tiguity rathiér than similarity, whereby the unstable position of the ace plays
a significant role. Throughout the tale the ace is the most elusive member
of the triplet and is often absent from the series altogether. When the ace
does appear, it is usually the best-camouflaged card of the three. Seman-
tically dissimulated as “rag, odin, odnazhdy” (one, once) or hidden at the
word boundary between the two other cards, “utroit, usemerit,” the ace is
the least perspicuous component in the various cryptograms. Its weaker
position within the triplet makes the ace an especially vulnerable target
for displacement by the queen.

If the queen of spades has its human counterpart in the Countess,
then the ace could stand for her husband, the Count. After hearing Tom-
skii’s story about his grandparents, Germann sees the two figures on the
portraits hanging next to each other in the Countess’s boudoir: “One of
them showed a man about forty years old, red-faced and portly, wearing a
light green coat with a star [Count—portly man—star = ace]; the other
a beautiful young woman with an aquiline nose, with her hair combed
back over her temples, and with a rose in her powdered locks [Countess—
profile—rose = queen].” The contiguity of the two portraits might have
contributed to Germann’s confusion of the two cards. Furthermore, Tom-
skii’s unflattering account of his grandfather underscores the Count’s in-
ferior position vis-a-vis the Countess: “My late grandfather, as far as I re-
member, played the part of a butler to my grandmother. He feared her
like fire.” After he refused to pay off her debt, “Grandmother slapped him
on the face and went to bed by herself as an indication of her displea-
sure.”* The next day she pays a visit to Count Saint-Germain, who helps
her in his own mysterious way. Thus, throughout the story, the “queen”
clearly dominates over the vulnerable “ace.”

Another factor contributing to the assimilation and eventual displace-
ment of the ace by the queen is the Countess’s androgynous appearance.

43. CPF, 223.

44, Noted by Vinogradov, “Stil’ ‘Pikovoi damy,’” 103.

45. A number of these frames were also pointed out by Rosen.
46. CPF, 212.
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Once her feminine attributes such as the “cap, decorated with roses” and
the “powdered wig” are removed, Germann faces a rather masculine “gray
and closely cropped head.” In turn, the appearance of the Countess’s
real-life prototype also intensifies the gender confusion: because of her
facial hair, Princess Golitsyna was called in Pushkin’s circle “Princesse
Moustache” (Usataia printsessa) or by the androgynous name “Princesse
Woldemar.”#

Yet even this gender osmosis cannot satisfactorily explain Germann’s
fatal error of pulling the wrong card. After all, the 3-7-1 revealed to him
by the ghost were the correct three cards, and nothing should have gone
awry. Germann’s repressed guilt or the assimilation of the two cards and
of their gender offers only an auxiliary explanation of Germann’s failure
to distinguish between them. When he selected “his card” (Pushkin does
not say ace, but “svoiu kartu”), the alleged ace must have been before Ger-
mann’s very eyes. Yet, when he turned the card over, the “queen of spades
screwed up her eyes and grinned.” All rational explanations again break
down at this point, and we are compelled to resort to the last and most au-
thoritative word on the issue.

The Recent Fortune-Teller informs us in the tale’s epigraph that “The
queen of spades signifies secret ill will.” Vinogradov explains: “Thus the
queen of spades, that is, the dead Countess, penetrated the series of
the three ‘reliable cards,’” replaced the ace, and, having destroyed Ger-
mann’s plans, has fulfilled the will of destiny, ‘the secret ill will’ of fate.”*3

One can hardly blame the Countess for acting as she did. After all, one
dislikes being called “old witch” (staraia ved'ma) and being threatened
with a pistol, just as much as one abhors dying, even at such an advanced
age. One may conclude therefore, that the Countess assumed the form of
the queen of spades and, acting as befits a lady of her suit, spited Ger-
mann, sygrala Germannu v piku, as the Russian expression goes.

This simple, if fantastic, explanation has one fundamental flaw, how-
ever. At one point Pushkin confides to the reader that “the Countess had
by no means a bad heart.” Trusting Pushkin, I would like to suggest that
Germann was ruined not because of the Countess’s ill will but rather in
spite of her goodwill. During her nocturnal visit, the Countess made it
clear that she came to Germann against her will (“ia prishla k tebe protiv
svoei voli”). She also reveals the three cards to him against her will: “mne
veleno ispolnit’ tvoiu pros'bu.” In both cases the Countess seems to act on
behalf of some other involved party. But then comes the unexpected move:
“I will forgive you my death, under the condition that you marry my ward,
Lizaveta Ivanovna.”#®

47. See Nikolai Osipovich Lerner, Proza Pushkina, 2d ed. (Moscow, 1923), 47, and
Shaw, trans. and ed., The Letters, 362, 394. The confusion of the ace with the queen and
their gender could also have been facilitated by Germann’s possible misunderstanding of
the French phrase from Tomskii’s tale: “au jeu de lz Reine” (the queen’s game—fem.),
which Germann might have associated with au jeu de laraignée (the spider’s game—masc.).
This pun was mentioned by Rosen, “The Magic Cards in ‘The Queen of Spades,’” 273n.
The German engineer’s French was probably not as good as that of his aristocratic friends.

48. Vinogradov, “Stil’ ‘Pikovoi damy,’” 97.

49. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:247; CPF, 230 (emphasis mine).
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Forgiveness and compassion are virtues not traditionally associated
with the vengeful ghosts of gothic lore, yet the Countess forgives Germann
of her own accord, because of her good heart. One can argue that her sudden,
albeit posthumous concern for Liza’s well-being is an attempt to atone for
the ill-treatment of her poor ward, and in establishing this last condition,
the Countess is arranging Liza’s future. If Germann were to marry Liza, his
fabulous win would come in lieu of her dowry and would also handsomely
compensate for Liza’s salary which, as Pushkin tells us, “was never paid in
full.”% Thus, if Pushkin’s statement about the Countess’s heart can be
trusted, and if her concern for Liza’s well-being is genuine, it is highly un-
likely that the Countess would double-cross Germann, for the ruin of Liza’s
benefactor could not be in her interest.

Yet the Countess may have concluded from his behavior that he had
no intention of marrying her ward. Germann’s predicament would have
been further exacerbated if Liza’s chastity had been compromised during
that night she spent, “bare-armed and open-chested,” alone with her
“midnight bridegroom.”?! Because Germann has disregarded an impor-
tant part of the contract with the dead Countess-—for both love and magic
are contracts—the “Vénus moscovite” intercedes and in the guise of the
queen of spades ruins the knave.

But what if Germann had intended to marry Liza? In that case, his ruin
must have been orchestrated by forces beyond the Countess’s control.
There remains only one character capable of this meddling. Germann was
ruined through the diabolical intervention of the Wandering Jew, the dis-
coverer of the elixir of life and of the philosopher’s stone, the alchemist,
spy, and founder of Freemasonry, Count Saint-Germain himself. The no-
torious master of the three cards, he prevents Germann from winning
the “superfluous” and robs him even of the “necessary.” Germann’s 47,000
rubles, the patrimony left to him by his thrifty German father, comes to
the banker Chekalinskii, while Germann ends up in the insane asylum.

Diana Burgin offered the most intriguing argument for the necessity
of this seemingly excessive punishment. Causing the old lady’s death is
only the most overt of Germann’s transgressions. During his visit to the
Countess, Germann inadvertently stumbles upon an arcane mystery that
involves a “cabalistic, erotic, familial, and possibly incestuous” relation-
ship among three generations of gamblers and lovers: Saint-Germain, the
Countess, and Chaplitskii.5? It was Gershenzon who in 1919 deviously sug-
gested that Saint-Germain may have helped the destitute “Vénus mosco-
vite” in exchange for a small “romantic favor.”5® We know from Tomskii’s
tale that “to this day grandmother loves him with a passion and gets cross

50. Ibid., 217.

51. Between 3:00 a.M. when Germann enters Liza’s room and the moment he kisses
her good-bye in the morning, another winter night, long and dark enough to accommo-
date a Dantesque pause, passes imperceptibly. We learn from the tale’s epilogue that Liza
has married and is bringing up a poor relative, perhaps “her own illegitimate daughter by
Germann.” Suggested by Neil Cornwell, Pushkin’s “The Queen of Spades,” Critical Studies in
Russian Literature (London, 1993), 62-63.

52. Burgin, “The Mystery of ‘Pikovaia Dama’: A New Interpretation,” 46-56.

53. Gershenzon, Mudrost' Pushkina, 98.
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if she hears disrespectful talk about him.”>* Burgin suggested that Cha-
plitskii, to whom the Countess once revealed the three cards, mightbe their
natural son. (It is rumored that Saint-Germain himself was the natural son
of the Queen of Spain.) But, in order to qualify for Saint-Germain’s inher-
itance, Chaplitskii had to become the Countess’s lover. Gershenzon was
the first to intimate that the Countess passed down the secret to the dis-
tressed young gambler for his “leniency toward her fading charms.”> To
complete this arcane genealogy, J. Thomas Shaw added to it the banker
Chekalinskii who acts as “the card-playing agent of fate.” A man of about
sixty, Chekalinskii is of “the right age to be the ‘son’ of the Countess and
Chaplitskii.”%¢ It seems that Saint-Germain’s incestual clan, spanning four
generations of gamblers and lovers, is governed by strict laws of primo-
geniture (and paranomasia) according to which Chaplitskii and Chekalin-

skii, rather than Germann, are the legitimate heirs. Unlike the true mem- -

bers of Saint-Germain’s cabal, Germann was averse to risk and to love,
which further disqualifies him from the patrimony. Thus, it is only be-
fitting that the banker Chekalinskii should dispossess the pretender.
Germann, of course, is unaware of this cabal, yet on several occasions
he comes dangerously close to its taboo-ridden scenario. At one point he
considers becoming a lover of the old Countess, mentions to her some
“covenant with the devil,” and is willing to take her “terrible sin” upon his
soul. Prying from the Countess her secret, Germann inadvertently evokes
the “cry of a new-born son” and beseeches her by appealing to the “feel-
ings of a wife, mistress, mother.” At first the Countess dismisses the whole
affair as a joke: “Eto byla shutka.” But when Germann mentions Chaplit-
skii’s name, she becomes “visibly uneasy” and, for the first time, shows a
“profound stirring of her heart” (cherty ee izobrazili sil' noe dvizhenie dushi) .5
‘The amorous innuendo lingers even after her death. As Germann leaves
the house by the secret staircase, he imagines some eighteenth-century
beau, “with hair combed 4 l'oiseau royal, pressing his three-cornered hat to
his heart,”® stealing into the Countess’s boudoir. Was it the apparition of
Chaplitskii, or of Saint-Germain himself, returning to claim the Count-
ess’s soul? Such musing would not be far off the historical mark: In 1762,
when the Countess was in her thirties, Saint-Germain actually visited Pe-
tersburg and was involved in the conspiracy that ousted Peter III and
brought Catherine II to the throne. While in Russia, Saint-Germain stayed
at the house of Princess Mariia Golitsyna, a relative of Pushkin’s prototype
for the Countess.> The amorous innuendo transpires also through the
liturgical words of the bishop’s funeral sermon: “The angel of death
found her [. . .] waiting for the midnight bridegroom.”¢® And toward the

54. CPF, 215.

55. Gershenzon, Mudrost' Pushkina, 98.

56. Shaw, “The ‘Conclusion’ of Pushkin’s ‘Queen of Spades,’” 125n23.
57. PSS, 17 vols., 8.1:241, and CPE, 224.

58. CPF, 228.

59. See Cornwell, Pushkin’s “The Queen of Spades,” 88-89.

60. CPF, 228.
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end of the service Germann himself becomes implicated in the most
risqué aspect of the cabal. A close relative of the deceased misidentifies
him as the Countess’s “illegitimate son.” Thus, because Germann inad-
vertently disturbed the privacy of Saint-Germain’s clan and came within a
hairsbreadth of its secret, the patriarch sends the ghost of his mistress to
punish the intruder.

For those who dislike this magic scenario and would prefer to remain
on this side of the supernatural, there is a simpler explanation for Ger-
mann’s ruin. Pushkin punishes Germann out of Masonic loyalty to Count
Saint-Germain—both men were members of the Ovid Lodge in Odessa.
Simultaneously, in a gesture of chivalry, Pushkin intercedes on behalf of
the two slighted ladies. By chastising Germann for his caddishness, Pushkin
fulfills the old lady’s last wish better than she had ever envisioned: he mar-
ries off her heartbroken and dowryless ward to the wealthy son of the
Countess’s former steward. With this offstage marriage, the matchmaker
Pushkin transfers a substantial part of the Countess’s fortune to poor Liza,
for it was known that the “numerous domestics [. . .] did what they
pleased, robbing the moribund old woman left, right, and center.”®!

Having meted out justice, Pushkin also settles his own poetic scores
with Germann, who scoffed at Tomskii’s story, calling it a “fairy tale.” What
the German engineer berated as Dichtung, Pushkin stages as pure Wahrheit.
The author surrounds his hero (and the reader) with uncanny events,
teases him with tantalizing anagrams, chronograms, and cryptograms that
the calculating engineer repeatedly fails to crack, and when he also fails
to respond to the call of Liza’s heart, Pushkin spites Germann with the fa-
tal card, thus completing his path from the beldam to bedlam.

Dostoevskii called “The Queen of Spades” “the pinnacle of the art of
the fantastic.”¢? Its concealed galvanism and the seamless weaving of the
fantastic with the realistic invites yet frustrates logical decoding, leaving
reader and critic alike to perpetually sway between natural and supernat-
ural explanations for the inexplicable. Pushkin’s fantastic tale is a positive
proof of Lord Byron’s claim that “‘the Artist’ who has rendered the ‘game
of cards poetical’ is by far greater” than one who describes a “Walk in a for-
est” badly.®* By the same token, Pushkin also fulfills Baron Brambeus’s
prophecy that “The Queen of Spades” will be read with the “same plea-
sure by a Countess and merchant alike.”® We can only guess what Anna
Fedotovna thought of it:

“Paull” called the Countess from behind the screen. “Send me anew
novel, will you, but please not the kind they write nowadays.”
“What do you mean, grand' maman 2”
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“I mean a novel in which the hero does not strangle either his mother

or his father [...]”
“There are no such novels these days. Would you perhaps like some

Russian ones?”
“You-don’t mean to say there are Russian novels? . . . Send some to
y

me, my dear, send some by all means!”®

65. CPE 215.




