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A Poignant Polarity 

bv CURT LEVIANT 

W ith the appearance of Isaac 
Babel's Collected Stories in 
1955 a new generation of Eng

lish-speaking readers was introduced 
to one of the most brilliant of Soviet 
writers. Subsequent reports that the 
author had died in a Soviet concentra
tion camp strengthened the sense of 
finality that always surrounds such a 
title. Yet, to our surprise and pleasure, 
over the years "new stories by I. Babel" 
were discovered and published in Eng
land, the United States, and ultimately 
Soviet Russia. 

Born in Odessa in 1894, Babel at
tended that city's commercial high 
school, but was unable to gain admis
sion to the university because of the 
Jewish quota. He also studied Hebrew, 
Bible and Talmud until he was sixteen. 
A protege of the great Maxim Gorky, 
Babel first began publishing in 1916, 
gained fame overnight with the publi
cation of Red Cavalry in 1925, then fell 
victim to the increasingly repressive 
measures of the Stalin regime. He was 
arrested in 1939, and, although his of
ficial death certificate is dated March 
17, 1941, his daughter Nathalie asserts 
in an introduction to his collected let
ters that Babel may have been shot 
immediately after his arrest. In 1957 he 
was officially rehabilitated in the So
viet Union, and his collected works 
were reissued, with Ilya Ehrenburg as 
editor. 

Since 1957 a number of additional 
writings by Babel have appeared in pe
riodicals and in book form. In 1964 his 
devoted daughter, now living in New 
York, issued The Lonely Years: 1925-
1939, a collection of stories and letters; 
that same year a Soviet literary maga
zine published eight of Babel's stories 
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and some fifty letters, and in 1966 two 
greatly expanded editions of Babel's 
collected works appeared in Russia, 
containing stories, plays, letters, and 
miscellaneous pieces. His final reac-
ceptance into the mainstream of So
viet literature was confirmed when 
a chapter was devoted to him in the 
enlarged second edition of the History 
of Soviet Literature (1967). 

As with the works of many writers 
who belong to a minority culture but 
write in the language of the majority, 
there is inherent in Isaac Babel's sto
ries the tension of the man who clings 
simultaneously to the ethos of the ma
jority and of the minority, even when 
they are in conflict. In the Soviet Union 
this calls for caution and perspicuity, 
and perhaps even conscious ambiguity, 
especially if the minority is Jewish. 
This fence-straddling is readily appar
ent in Babel's short stories. 

The fictional persona in his stories 
(perhaps Babel himself, perhaps not: 
the crucible of art has subsumed auto
biography) is a man who is buttressed 
by Jewish skepticism and critical, ro
bust humor; yet at the same time he is 
an active son of the Revolution. Occa
sionally the persona-narrator switches 
roles, from soul-searching idealist to 
camera lens objectively recording vio
lence. The interplay of these two, re
plete with irony and covert jabs at 
Soviet life, gives both potency and 
poignancy to his work. 

Babel's central themes are childhood, 
war, and life in Odessa. The stories of 
his early years, his portrait of the 
artist as a young Jew, may be consid
ered true artistically if not autobio-
graphically. In a letter written in 1931 
Babel states: "The subjects of the sto
ries are all taken from my childhood 
but, of course, there is much that has 
been made up and changed." These 
stories depict the reactions of a sensi-
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live boy to the torments of a pogrom, 
as well as to his developing awareness 
of the outside world. 

One of them, "The Story of My Dove
cot" (Collected Stories, 1955), opens 
with the difficulties experienced by a 
Jewish lad in gaining admission to a 
gymnasium and ends when his pet 
pigeon is smashed against his skull at 
the height of the pogrom. Another tale, 
"Awakening," shows how the youngster 
learns about the world of nature. Skip
ping his violin lessons, he roams the 
waterfront and befriends an old man 
who, noting that the youth cannot 
name any tree, flower or bird, under
takes to instruct him. Young Babel is 
told that he must become acquainted 
with nature before he can write. A 
typical Jewish child. Babel was more at 
home with the ancient sages than in 
the world around him. "In my child
hood," he writes, "chained to the Ge-
inara [Talmud], I had led the life of a 
sage. When I grew up, I started climb
ing trees." 

Like the works of all good artists, 
the stories contain multilevel nuances. 
As with the doubletalk developed by 
Babel and other Russians when they 
spoke publicly of the regime or of 
Soviet literature, each word contained 
a thousand pictures. This is especially 
true in Red Cavalry, tales of the 
Cossacks on the Polish front, where 
an additional motif is discovered: the 
bespectacled narrator's efforts to be
come a member of a group whose val
ues are alien to his. Babel among the 
Cossacks was (as Kafka once said of 
himself) triply alienated: a Jew amid 
gentiles, an intellectual amid boors, 
and a bourgeois amid peasants; and 
all these contradictions are mirrored 
in the seemingly objective and often 
brutal war stories. But the objectivity 
of Babel's prose, despite its intense, 
almost intoxicating lyricism, is decep
tive. It is up to the alert reader to 
penetrate the hidden layers. Compare, 
for instance, "A Letter" and "Gedali," 
both contained in the 1955 collection. 
In the first story Vasily, an illiterate 
soldier in the Red army, has the nar
rator write a letter for him to his moth
er. He asks her to take care of his 
horse, describes the country and its 
grain, then casually relates how he and 
his father, who was fighting with the 
anti-Bolshevik forces, cut up Vasily's 
brother Theo. Later he tells how his 
other brother, Simon, finished off his 
father. The letter concludes with a re
minder about the horse. 

The brilliant sketch "Gedali" can 
serve as the focal point for the polarity 
between Babel the sensitive Jew and 
Babel the revolutionary. One Friday 
evening the narrator, remembering 
Sabbath eves long past with their can
dles and sacred texts, visits the pious 

Gedali, who wants the best of both 
worlds: "The Revolution—we will say 
'yes' to it, but are we to say 'no' to the 
Sabbath?" 

Gedali acquiesces to the revolution, 
but he will not give up his Judaism. 
With a combination of Greek logic and 
Talmudic reasoning, he infers that al
though the revolution is good, bad men 
are leading it: "Good men do good 
deeds. The Revolution is the good deed 
of good men. But good men do not kill. 
So it is bad people that are making the 
Revolution." Gedali knows the Inter
nationale, but, like a prophet of old, 
wants "an Internationale of good peo
ple." 

These two stories represent the poles 
of Babel's literary metaphysics. And it 
is their corruscating interplay that con
tains the core of Babel's art—the art 
the Soviet regime had to silence. 

Evidence of Babel's attitude toward 
his craft is scattered throughout his 
stories, letters, interviews, and the 
memoirs of his contemporaries. They 
all point to an artist whose standards 
were exacting and severe. In his famed 
"Guy de Maupassant," a story about a 
young writer who is helping a matron 
translate the French master's tales into 
Russian, the hero-narrator declares: 
"When a sentence is born, it is good 
and bad at the same time. The secret 
is to give it the right twist—a scarcely 
perceptible one. The lever must rest in 
your hand and get warm. Then you 

Isaac Babel: "No iron can stab 
the heart with such force as a 
period put just at the right place." 

must turn it the right way—only once, 
not twice." And: "I began to .speak of 
style, of the army of words, of the army 
in which all kinds of weapons may 
come into play. No iron can stab the 
heart with such force as a period put 
just at the right place." In the appendix 
to the present volume Konstantin Paus-
tovsky notes that Babel "wrote slowly 
and always put off handing in his 
manuscripts. He lived in a constant 
panic at the thought of words that 
could no longer be altered, and he was 
always trying to gain time—just a few 
more days, or even hours—so that he 
could sit over his manuscript a little 
longer and go on polishing, with no one 
pressing him or getting in his way." 
And Ilya Ehrenburg recalls: "Writing 
was sheer agony for him, and he would 
rewrite the same page dozens of times. 
It often took him a day to do a quarter 
of a page, and even at the best of times 
he could only manage half a page." 

It is in the light of this that we 
should read You Must Know Every

thing, translated by Max Hayward and 
edited by Nathalie Babel. In these 
stories we are once again immersed in 
the special world of Red Cavalry and 
Tales from Odessa. Here too is that 
unique combination of passion and 
verbal precision, that same confident 
sense of craft and esthetic dedication. 
Reading these stories is like encounter
ing old friends, for many sketches have 
mirror images in those previously pub
lished. Whether parallel or antipodal, 
they offer a fascinating glimpse into an 
artist's literary atelier. 

The title story, written in 1915, fo
cuses on Babel's Jewish boyhood in 
Odessa; it brings to mind the violin 
lessons we read about in "Awakening" 
(1930) and the members of Babel's 
family portrayed in other stories. In 
this sketch the twenty-one-year-old 
Babel had already outlined the literary 
path he was to follow: keen observa
tion, highlighted detail, and swift char
acterization. In four concentrated lines 
we sense the austere grandmother and 
the unmanned violin teacher: 

[The teacher] felt very out of place 
in this remote room, in the presence 
of the peacefully sleeping dog and the 
frosty old woman sitting in the cor
ner. At last he took his leave. Grand
mother coldly gave him her large 
leathery and wrinkled hand, but she 
made not the slightest movement 
with it. As he left, he bumped into a 
chair. 

The scene changes in "On the Field 
of Honor" and "The Deserter." Pub
lished in 1920, they are adaptations of 
selections from a florid, bombastic 
World War I journal by a French cap
tain, Gaston Vidal, published in 1918. 
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They tell of a F r e n c h village idiot w h o 
refuses t o fight a n d is shot , a n d of a 
dese r t e r w h o is execu ted by a pol i te , 
cons ide ra t e c o m m a n d i n g officer. 

"The Q u a k e r " w i t h i ts t ens ion be
tween a pacifist a n d a sad i s t c an vie 
w i t h t he bes t of t he Red Cavalry t a les . 
I t h a s i ts pa ra l l e l in the Red Cavalry, 
w h e r e t he n a r r a t o r canno t b r ing him
self t o shoo t a mor t a l ly w o u n d e d sol
d ie r w h o in his agony is begging to b e 
killed. "You guys in specs ," says anoth-

Book Forum 
Letters from Readers 

Oorty '^ 
er soldier , "have as m u c h pi ty for 
chaps l ike us as a ca t h a s for a m o u s e . " 

The cen t ra l i ty of violence in Babe l is 
mani fes t in th i s col lect ion, too , espe
cially in the w a r s tor ies . The p e r p e t u a l 
s t ruggle wi th in h i m b e t w e e n t he va lues 
of h is J ewi sh u p b r i n g i n g a n d the code 
of w a r is n o w h e r e m o r e a p p a r e n t t h a n 
in "And Then T h e r e Were None , " w h i c h 
is a m o r e subjec t ive , m o r e impas 
s ioned t r e a t m e n t of t he execut ion of 
Polish p r i s o n e r s t h a n the l a t e r vers ion , 
" S q u a d r o n C o m m a n d e r T r u n o v , " found 
in t he 1955 Collected Stories. 

One of t h e m o s t del ightful p ieces i s 
" S h a b o s N a h a m u , " which conce rns t he 
l egendary J e w i s h wit , p a u p e r a n d tr ick
s t e r He r she l e Os t ropo le r . I t is a comic 
ta le w o r t h y of S h o l o m Aleichem (Ba
bel, inc identa l ly , ed i t ed a Russ i an edi
t ion of S h o l o m Aleichem's w o r k s in t he 
1920s). H e r s h e l e goes ou t h u n t i n g for a 
mea l and , by a ser ies of insp i red bluffs, 
succeeds in pass ing himself off as a 
heavenly m e s s e n g e r t o a simple-
m i n d e d housewife and , la ter , h e r 
equal ly s imp le h u s b a n d . 

O t h e r p ieces can b e m e n t i o n e d t h a t 
reflect those in t he Collected Stories. 
"Odessa" p l eads for sun l igh t in Rus
s ian l i t e r a tu r e , a s o p p o s e d to Dostoev-
skeyan g loom—the k ind of l ight-heart-
edness found in Babel ' s comic ta les of 
the J e w i s h g a n g s t e r B e n y a Kr ik . "In
sp i ra t ion , " wh ich tells of a b a d w r i t e r 
w h o r e a d s h i s s to ry t o Babel , reca l l s 
once m o r e "Guy de M a u p a s s a n t " w i t h 
its guide l ines for p r o p e r wr i t ing . 

This vo lume , w i t h i ts a p p e n d e d inter
view w i t h Babe l a n d remin i scences by 
four f r iends w h o lovingly r e c r e a t e t he 
m a n a n d the a r t i s t , e x p a n d s o u r knowl
edge of one of t he m a s t e r s of twent i 
e th -cen tury fiction. 
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Outrageously Scrambled 

MILLER WILLIAMS obviously intended to 
include a poem of mine, "The Outrageous
ly Blessed," in his pleasant review of my 
collection The Company of Children [SR, 
June 141, but your wry typesetter—prob
ably unable to resist the temptation of
fered by the poem's praise of "confusion" 
and its claim that among the "maddening 
exceptions" we cherish are "lines that 
need not scan"—managed not only to alter 
punctuation and diction, but to scramble 
the whole thing into incomprehensible 
prose\ Dear Typesetter, the lines may not 
need to scan, but they'd love to be allowed 
to swing a little. The poem in its form as 
a poem appears below. 

T H E OUTRAGEOUSLY BLESSED 

The gods would have us chastened 
through confusion, 

so those who tempt the skies' outrage are 
blessed. 

Though Zeus might be a cupboy for the 
thanks he gets 

from these, 
the pretty boys who'd fall asleep 
disputing with slow Socrates, 
they're still the ones who catch the key 

equations 
and laugh to straw the schoolmen and the 

schools; 
they win the game by changing all the 

rules. 

Small comfort to the sane, who do their 
best, 

to find we cherish maddening exceptions: 
the lines that need not scan; the gulfs in 

nature; 
the odds and irri tants our cosmic oyster 
cannot digest 
as the pearl grows precious in its queer 

success. 
BARRY SPACKS, 

Wellesley, Mass. 

Back to the Dark Ages? 

I AM HORRIFIED that Haskel Frankel [SR, 
June 14] should take seriously a prac
titioner of that hoary superstition, as
trology. 

In the name of all common sense, what 
is happening to us? Are we going back to 
the Dark Ages? 

MIRIAM ALLEN DEFORD, 

San Francisco, Calif. 

More Light 

As I READ HASKEL FRANKEL'S account of the 

party celebrating publication of The Ho
mosexual Handboolc [SR, June 14] my 
fun was tempered somewhat by what I 
considered his feeling it necessary to 
point out that he went but reluctantly, 
isn't really . . . ugh! . . . one of them, etc. 

If anything matches the pathology in

volved in the sufferers' situation (yeah, I 
know, boys, you're actually a superior, 
gifted, distinguished group, unlike us vul
garly normal louts), it is the way their 
affliction manages to disconcert the rest 
of us. Thus, I 'm not sure I could've writ
ten a less apologetic report than did 
Frankel, had I been in his place. Tradi
tion has made it virtually impossible for 
the heterosexual male to evince even a 
slight interest in the subject without de
fensively emphasizing where he truly 
stands. The remedy, to be sure, is more 
and more light, leading to maximal ob
jectivity. 

JOSEPH GANCHER, 

Albany, N.Y. 

Peripatetic Recluse 

ROLLENE W . SAAL, in her Pick of the Paper
backs for May 31, makes the statement 
that Anais Nin, whose Diary I was re
cently published in paperback, "more re
cently has lived as a semi-recluse in 
Greenwich Village." Is Miss Saal perhaps 
thinking of another "somewhat myster
ious literary figure," namely Djuna 
Barnes, the author of Nightwood? 

Miss Nin has been anything but a re
cluse, dividing her time between Cali
fornia, New York and Europe, appearing 
on numerous college campuses, writer 's 
workshops, on TV and radio, autograph
ing parties, et al. As a mat ter of fact, I 
sometimes have trouble keeping up with 
her itinerary. 

GUNTHER S T U H L M A N N , 

New York, N.Y. 

N o Stolen Thunder 

WE WERE DELIGHTED TO SEE A Manual of 

Style so handsomely reviewed in David 
Glixon's round-up of reference books, 
[SR, May 17]. Morris Philipson, however, 
although honored to be referred to as its 
editor, does not wish to steal the thunder 
from his own manuscript editing staff. 
Members of this staff, present and for
mer, a few people from other presses, 
contributed materially and "persons too 
numerous to mention by name" contri
buted suggestions. The title page leaves 
the editorship in discreet anonymity and 
the people chiefly involved are mentioned 
in the preface. 

DOROTHY B . SUTHERLAND, 

The University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 111. 

Posthumous Declaration 

IF , AS GAY WILSON ALLEN STATES in his re

view of Thomas Wolfe's Albatross [SR, 
June 21], Mr. Wolfe declared anything in 
1940, the novelist must have said: " I am 
Lazarus, come from the dead." Although 
his last two novels were published post
humously, Wolfe died September 15, 1938. 

E. CLAY RANDOLPH, 

Gainesville, Tex. 
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