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The Queen of Spades

There is a city surrounded by water with watery alleys that do for streets
and roads and silted up back ways that only the rats can cross. Miss your
way, which is easy to do, and you may find yourself staring at a hundred
eyes guarding a filthy palace of sacks and bones. Find your way, which is
easy to do, and you may meet an old woman in a doorway. She will tell
your fortune, depending on your face.

this is the city of mazes. You may set off from the same place to the
same place every day and never go by the same route. If you do so, it will
be by mistake. Your bloodhound nose will not serve you here. Your
course in compass reading will fail you. Your confident instructions to
passers- by will send them to squares they have never heard of, over
canals not listed in the notes.

Although wherever you are going is always in front of you, there is no
such thing as straight ahead. No as the crow flies short cut will help you
to reach the café just over the water. The short cuts are where the cats
go, through the impossible gaps, round corners that seem to take you the
opposite way. But here, in this mercurial city, it is required you do awake
your faith.

With faith, all things are possible.
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Razumov stamped his foot— and under the soft carpet of snow felt
the hard ground of Russia, inanimate, cold, inert, like a sullen and tragic
mother hiding her face under a winding-sheet— his native soil!~ his very
own— without a fireside, without a heart!

He cast his eyes upwards and stood amazed. The snow had ceased to
fall, and now, as if by a miracle, he saw above his head the clear black sky
of the northern winter, decorated with the sumptuous fires of the stars. It
was a canopy fit for the resplendent purity of the snows.

Razumov received an almost physical impression of endless space and
of countless millions.

He responded to it with the readiness of a Russian who is born to an
inheritance of space and numbers. Under the sumptuous immensity of
the sky, the snow covered the endless forests, the frozen rivers, the plains
of an immense country, obliterating the landmarks, the accidents of the
ground, levelling everything under its uniform whiteness, like a monstrous
blank page awaiting the record of an inconceivable history.
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Whirl up, sea—

Whirl your pointed pines,
splash your great pines

On our rocks,

Hurl your green over us

Cover us with your pools of fir.
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In the greenest of our valleys, ©9 0k o oSl
By good angels tenanted, S0P NS e Kits s o,

Once a fair and stately palace—

3 9 Olawd T
Radiant palace—reared its head. »e 7 )

In the monarch Thought’s dominion— \ e “5'1"{" 3
It stood there! ey laaip L et
Never seraph spread a pinion J& IS e s

Over fabric half so fair. oy Ly ) S S
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Banners yellow, glorious, golden,
On its roof did float and flow:
(This—all this—was in the olden
Time long ago)
And every gentle air that dallied,
In that sweet day,
Along the ramparts plumed and pallid,
A winged odour went away.

III.

Wanderers in that happy valley
Through two luminous windows saw
Spirits moving musically
To a lute’s well-tuned law,
Round about a throne, where sitting
(Porphyrogene!)
In state his glory well befitting,
The ruler of the realm was seen.

Iv.

And all with pearl and ruby glowing
Was the fair palace door,

Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing

And sparkling evermore,

A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty
Was but to sing,

In voices of surpassing beauty,
The wit and wisdom of their king.

V.

But evil things, in robes of sorrow,
Assailed the monarch’s high estate;
(Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow
Shall dawn upon him, desolate!)
And, round about his home, the glory
That blushed and bloomed
Is but a dim-remembered story
Of the old time entombed.

VI.

And travellers now within that valley,
Through the red-litten windows, see

Vast forms that move fantastically
To a discordant melody;

While, like a rapid ghastly river,
Through the pale door,

A hideous throng rush out forever,
And laugh—but smile no more.
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