KINBOTE’S CORONA OF MADNESS: WHERE THE CROWN JEWELS ARE HIDDEN IN NABOKOV’S PALE FIRE?
Add to a weak source of light a big powerful reflector and together they will throw bright light across a far distance. Belinsky died and Botkin vanishes from the history of Russian literature. S. A. Vengerov, Studies in the History of Russian Literature
O the fountain of human thought,
The inexhaustible fountain!

Tyutchev
         Charles Kinbote, the mad commentator of Pale Fire, claims in one of his notes that “you will never find our crown, necklace and scepter.” Indeed, Andronnikov and Niagarin, the two Soviet experts hired by Zemblan government, inspected and partly demolished the Royal palace but failed to find anything. Yet, I think it worthwhile to continue the search of the crown jewels that Baron Bland, the Keeper of the Treasure, succeeded in hiding before he jumped or fell from the palace’s North Tower.
         During his stay in Nice Gradus is visited by one of the greater Shadows (a member of the regicidal organization), whom he had thought to be onhava-onhava (‘far, far away’):

 

         “He was a merry, perhaps overmerry, fellow, in a green velvet jacket. Nobody liked him, but he certainly had a keen mind. His name, Izumrudov, sounded rather Russian but actually meant ‘of the Umruds,’ an Eskimo tribe sometimes seen paddling their umyaks (hide-lined boats) on the emerald waters of our northern shores.” (Kinbote’s note to line 741)

 

         The author of a book on surnames, Kinbote must know what he is talking about. But those who never heard of the non-existent Umruds would think that the name Izumrudov comes from izumrud, Russian for “emerald,” and view the man as a Zemblan double of the green-jacketed young instructor on the New Wye campus whom Kinbote dubs ‘Gerald Emerald.’
         Emeralds are the precious stones mentioned by Keller, a character in Dostoevsky’s novel “The Idiot” (1868):
 

“But, prince, if you knew, if you only had the least idea, how difficult it is to get money nowadays! Where to find it is the question. Ask for a loan, the answer is always the same: ‘Give us gold and diamonds, and it will be quite easy.’ Exactly what one doesn’t have! Can you picture that to yourself? I got angry at last, and said, ‘I suppose you would accept emeralds?’ ‘Certainly, we would accept emeralds with great pleasure. Yes!’ ‘Well, that’s all right,’ said I. ‘Go to the devil, you pack of thieves!’ And with that I grabbed my hat, and walked out.”

Prince Myshkin: “Had you any emeralds?”
Keller: “What? I have emeralds? Oh, prince! with what simplicity, with what almost pastoral simplicity, you look upon life!” (Part Two, chapter 11)
         In his Cornell lecture on Dostoevsky, Nabokov says that the prototype of simple-minded Prince Myshkin is Ivanushka the Simpleton, a hero of Russian fairy tales. Prince Myshkin, in turn, has a grandson: the character created by the Soviet writer Mikhail Zoshchenko, the type of cheerful imbecile muddling through the totalitarian world of a police state, imbecility being the last refuge in that kind of world.
         Dostoevsky and Zoshchenko are among the writers Shade mentions in one of his conversations with Kinbote: ‘How odd that Russian intellectuals should lack all sense of humor when they have such marvelous humorists as Gogol, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Zoshchenko, and those joint authors of genius Ilf and Petrov.’ (Kinbote’s note to line 172)
         Like Andronnikov and Niagarin, the three main characters in Ilf and Petrov’s novel The Twelve Chairs (1928) hunt for a treasure. Just as the two Sovietchiks’s quest in Pale Fire, the hunt of Bender and Vorob’yaninov, and their rival, Father Fyodor, for the diamonds hidden by late Mme Petukhov in the upholstery of a Gambs chair proves fruitless. But the reader does not feel disappointed, because the real treasure in Ilf and Petrov’s novel – the sparkling humor of its authors – is literally scattered across the book’s pages.
           One of the novel’s funniest moments is Bender’s visit to Ellochka Shchyukin (Ellochka the “Cannibal,” whose vocabulary consists of only thirty words and short locutions). To please the hostess, Bender compares the play of her (artificial) furs in the sun to emerald:
“They made a mistake. You were given a much better fur. It's Shanghai leopard. Yes, leopard. I recognize it by the shade. You see how it reflects the sun. Just like emerald!” (chapter 22, “Ellochka the Cannibal”)
         Unlike Ellochka, her friend and adviser, the private furrier Fima Sobak, knows about a hundred and eighty words and is reputed to be a cultured girl. One of the words is one that Ellochka would not even have dreamed of. It is the meaningful word “homosexuality.”

         Although this meaningful word is absent from Pale Fire, Kinbote does not conceal from the reader that he is gay. At the same time, Kinbote, who imagines himself to be Charles Xavier Vseslav, the exiled king of Zembla, suffers from megalomania, as does Poprishchin, the hero of Gogol’s story “A Madman’s Notes” (1835), who believes that he is the Spanish king Ferdinand VIII.
         According to an entry in Nabokov’s diary (B. Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov: The American Years, p. 709), Dr. Kinbote is actually Prof. Botkin, a Russian and a madman. Botkin is a historical Russian name. Dr. Evgeniy Botkin (son of the great physician) was executed with the family of the last Russian czar. His uncle, the writer Vasiliy Botkin (1812-69), is the author of “Letters about Spain” (1857). “A friend of Belinsky and Nekrasov” known for his aestheticism and miserliness, Botkin is mentioned in Zoshchenko’s Golubaya kniga (The Blue Book, 1934).
         Another character in Zoshchenko’s book is the Russian empress Anna Ioannovna (reigned in 1730-40) who wanted to buy a big diamond for her crown. Being short of money, she offered the Duke of Toscana fifty thousand Russian soldiers whom the Duke needed in order to continue the war in Spain. At the last moment the deal was canceled, and the author imagines the empress weeping and calls her, rather disrespectfully, “a cow” (Naverno revela. Korova).
         Korona (crown), korova (cow) and vorona (crow) are the three words involved in the series of newspaper misprints that Kinbote evokes in his Commentary (note to line 803). The third of these words, vorona, means also “gaper, loafer, Johnny-head-in-air.” In one of the stories included in Zoshchenko’s The Blue Book a character calls the (nameless) yardman vorona (a gaper). The yardman’s name in Zoshchenko’s story Medik (“The Physician,” 1926) is Andron.
         The (probably fictitious) name Andronnikov, of one of the two Soviet experts, comes from Andron (incidentally, the phrase Androny edut, “the Androns pass by,” occurs in Gogol’s Dead Souls as a synonym of nonsense). In fact, Izumrudov does refer to Andronnikov as ‘Andron’ when he gives new instructions to Gradus: “after a thorough perlustration of the loot that Andron and Niagarushka [the same diminutive suffix as in Ivanushka the Simpleton!] had obtained from the Queen’s rosewood writing desk, a letter from the King did turn up giving his address.”
         As to the name of the second Soviet expert, it comes from Niagara, the border river between the USA and Canada, and rhymes with Gagarin. The Niagara Falls is mentioned in Ilf and Petrov’s Odnoetazhnaya Amerika (One-Story High America, 1935); more importantly, the unusual name Niagarin brings to mind Derzhavin’s poem “The Waterfall” (1791-94) beginning: Almazna sypletsya gora (“The diamond mountain is pouring down…”).
         The image of a diamond mountain of water neatly blends the white fountain Shade saw when he suffered a heart attack with the white mountain seen by Mrs. Z. in a moment of clinical death (ll. 707-802 of Shade’s poem). It is when commenting on the fountain-for-mountain misprint in the magazine account of Mrs. Z.’s case that Kinbote evokes the above mentioned korona-vorona-korova series.

         Derzhavin wrote “The Waterfall” on the death of Grigoriy Potyomkin, the statesman and favorite of Catherine II (both the empress and her favorite are mentioned by Zoshchenko in The Blue Book). The name Potyomkin comes from potyomki (darkness) and reminds one of the Russian saying chuzhaya dusha – potyomki (“the heart of another is a dark forest”). This saying is especially true in regard to the insane, dushevnobol’nye.
         Poor Kinbote’s mind is too muddled to be searched for crown jewels, but we may learn something about them by looking closer at Botkin’s surroundings. At the University of New Wye where Botkin teaches he is attached to the department whose head is Professor Nattochdag. His nickname Netochka obviously hints at Dostoevsky’s unfinished novella “Netochka Nezvanov” (1849). As to the name Nattochdag, it means “night and day” in Swedish and reminds one of another story by Dostoevsky, “The White Nights” (1848). No stars are visible in the transparent skies of northern white nights; nor do Niagarin and Andronnikov see any stars when at eventides they sing sentimental military duets: “Niagarin had a soulful tenor voice, and Andronnikov a hearty baritone, and both wore elegant jackboots of soft black leather, and the sky turned away showing its ethereal vertebrae.” (Kinbote’s note to line 681)
         Heaven itself seems to hide from Andron and Niagarushka what they are looking for so desperately – the constellation Corona Borealis into which the crown of Zemblan king was transformed. Baron Bland, the Keeper of the Treasure, had never left the palace except to die. After his death no crown jewels were found in the palace. According to Kinbote (note to line 681), Bland had a helper of whom the extremists did not know and who cached (buried) the jewels in a quite unexpected corner of Zembla. More likely, though, Bland had no helper: Kinbote must have invented him in order to muddle the extremists and make them continue their vain search ad infinitum. As to the crown and scepter (it also once existed in the sky), they were taken, with the soul of their gentle Keeper, to heaven.
         One can clearly make out heaven in Onhava, the name of Zemblan capital. Onhava-onhava means “far, far away” in Zemblan. “Far” is an anagram of fra, Italian for “brother.” In his poem (ll. 641-2) Shade refers to Ivan Karamazov, a character in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov (1880) who believes that, since there is no God, all is allowed, as ‘fra Karamazov:’
Fra Karamazov, mumbling his inept

All is allowed, into some classes crept.
         Ivan Karamazov (whose family name rhymes with almazov, “diamonds” in genitive case; one also remembers the telegram from the brothers Karamazov that Bender sends to Koreyko in The Golden Calf, the sequel to The Twelve Chairs) is a namesake of Ivanushka the Simpleton – but also of uncle Vanya, the eponymous hero of Chekhov’s play (1897). Near its end Sonya promises her uncle that some day they will rest at last and see “the sky swarming with diamonds.” Sonya’s words remind one of what Jesus said in his Sermon on the Mount: “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal; but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.” (Matt. 6: 19-20)
         Like all great works of art, Pale Fire has no moral message. But if a moral message is indispensable, it seems to me that Christ’s words would have passed as that – and perhaps the atheist Nabokov would not have minded.
Thanks to Sergey Karpukhin for improving my English
