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THE AUTHOR WOULD LIKE TO THANK NATHALIE BABEL FOR HER OWN WONDROUS ESSAYS ABOUT HER FATHER, ESSAYS THAT HELPED ME WRITE THIS BOOK

MINGLED BIOGRAPHIES AND MANGLED LIVES: A FIRST GLANCE
1.
IN 1955, LIONEL TRILLING published a dazzling introduction to the collected stories of Isaac Babel, a writer who’d become a ghost in his own country, his books removed from libraries, his name scratched out of encyclopedias, as if he’d never existed. Babel had written the first masterpiece of the Russian Revolution, Red Cavalry, a cycle of stories about Cossack horse soldiers fighting against the Poles in a brutal and bloody campaign; these stories had the “architecture” and complexity of a novel, a Cubist novel built on a wild geometry where the missing pieces were an essential part of the puzzle. Babel was idolized and attacked for the same reason: rather than celebrate the Revolution, he galloped across it with a cavalryman’s panache. He was the one Soviet writer who was read abroad. That made him an infidel in the Party’s eyes. And he had to walk a curious tightrope for the rest of his life—revere the Revolution and write a prickly, personal prose that was like a time bomb to the Revolution’s dull, pragmatic songs.
Babel fell into silence, wandered the Soviet Union; in the few photographs we have of him, he looks like a man wearing the mask of a grocery clerk. The rebellious writer had to be hidden at all cost. And so Babel became the jovial pal of the proletariat, who’d rather talk with jockeys and whores than with a fellow writer. Whereas he’d talked about literature day and night with his first wife, Zhenya, while he was with her in Batum, would read his stories to her until they were burnt into her heart and she could recite them twenty years later, he wouldn’t even show his manuscripts to his second wife, Antonina. He was practicing to become a man of the people who hung out at a stud farm, but he’d used up his own interior space. He was one of the voiceless men—“Ten steps away no one hears our speeches”—in Osip Mandelstam’s poem about Stalin, a poem that got Mandelstam arrested, exiled, and killed. Babel never attacked the Kremlin’s “mountaineer” with “cockroach whiskers.” Stalin was one of his readers, but that couldn’t save him.
He was given a dacha in the writers’ colony of Peredelkino, and he disappeared from that dacha in May 1939. The secret police had moved him and his manuscripts to their own “dacha” in the middle of Moscow, otherwise known as the Lubyanka. And when Lionel Trilling wrote about him sixteen years later, his death had become only one more enigma in a land of enigmas. He’d been declared an enemy of the people, a spy for Austria, England, and France, and was finished off in 1940, shot twice in the head—the bullet holes were stuffed with rags—and cremated, his ashes emptied into a communal pit. Neither Stalin nor his Cheka bothered to tell anyone, and the myth of Babel languishing in some Siberian camp lingered for years. There were constant sightings of Babel, campmates who swore he was still alive. The Cheka itself manufactured these tales. It was imitating the artistry of Isaac Babel. . . .
By 1954, a year before Trilling’s introduction, Babel was “resurrected” in the Soviet Union, pronounced a person again, though the Cheka persisted in giving him a phony death date, March 17, 1941, and wouldn’t reveal how or where he had died. It was the United States that had to reinvent Babel in the person of Lionel Trilling, a godlike figure on Columbia’s campus. Trilling abhorred violence. And here he was writing about Isaac Babel, the poet of violence, who touched upon a primitive, amoral madness and seemed deeply ambivalent about it.
Babel himself had been a war correspondent attached to General Budenny’s First Cavalry, which consisted almost completely of Cossacks, and in a fictional rendering of his ride across Poland and the Ukraine with Budenny’s troops, one can almost feel Babel imagine himself as a little Cossack, with more than a bit of self-mockery as he begins to imitate their own cruel creed. Readers loved the stories, which belonged to that tiny “window” during the twenties when Russia was like a Wild, Wild West with its own avant-garde in the middle of NEP (Lenin’s New Economic Policy), as “beautiful women in mink coats” suddenly appeared in Moscow, some of them clutching copies of Isaac Babel. It troubled Trilling when he first read the stories in 1929. He’d been hoping that the Revolution might offer him an art with “as little ambiguity as a proposition in logic.” And here was Babel, full of ambiguities.
In a 1948 essay about Huckleberry Finn, Trilling describes Huck’s moral dilemma regarding Jim, the runaway slave whom he condescends to but can never seem to denounce. Huck’s own heart, like Babel’s, is a “battleground” of competing ideas and obligations. In a land of liars, he learns to lie. Yet whatever Huck’s chicanery, we never doubt his essential goodness and his reverence for the godlike Mississippi, a river that equips him with language and a sense of wonder. But there are no river gods on the ride to Poland, only Cossacks and their rituals of slaughter.
Trilling notes Babel’s “lyric joy in the midst of violence,” a rhapsody that almost numbs the reader and allows Babel to detach himself from the suffering he describes. Trilling finds in this the key to Babel’s art: “the apparent denial of immediate pathos is a condition of the ultimate pathos the writer conceives.”
And this masked pathos is but one more enigma of Isaac Babel, the man of many masks. Babel had crept under the wing of Maxim Gorky, Russia’s most revered writer, whose popularity rivaled Stalin’s. Gorky had been living in Sorrento, under Mount Vesuvius, and it was Stalin who lured him back to the Soviet Union in 1932, naming streets and parks and entire cities after this writer-saint who’d risen out of the lower depths, and “crowned” him the first president of the Soviet Writers Union. Babel couldn’t be harmed while Gorky was alive. In one apocryphal tale that Babel himself loved to tell, Gorky pops into the Kremlin with his protégé, has an audience with Stalin, who asks Babel why he hasn’t written a novel about Gorky’s “Boss” (it was Gorky who began calling Stalin the country’s “senior comrade” and “Boss”). Babel doesn’t answer. He smiles. At the first Soviet Writers’ Congress in 1934, attended mostly by half-men and hacks who’d sold themselves to the Soviet dogma of socialist realism, Babel stood outside this dogma, said he was the master of a new genre, the genre of silence. He praised the Boss’s laconic style—sentences that had the sensation of steel. Yet there was something perverse about Babel’s speech, as if he were “addressing his fellow-writers in a dead language,” the dead talking to the dead in a country that sought to destroy all the idiosyncrasy of art.
Gorky died in 1936, probably poisoned by Stalin, who could no longer afford the whimsies of this old man. Stalin was bent on killing as many intellectuals as he could, and the starik might have used his prestige to get in the way. With Gorky gone, Babel no longer had a protector. How could the Soviets have reconciled themselves to Babel’s wayward art? “Intensity, irony, and ambiguousness . . . constitute a clear threat to the impassivity of the State. They constitute a secret.”
And so Babel was shoved into oblivion. And I couldn’t help but marvel at Trilling’s devotion to Babel, who wrote about Cossacks and the Moldavanka, the Jewish slums of Odessa, which had given birth to the King, Benya Krik, Babel’s most celebrated character, a gangster in orange pants—“the Jewish gangs of Odessa were famous,” Trilling tells us, without realizing that it was Babel who made them famous, that the Moldavanka was a poor, pathetic slum that Babel had mythologized, that there was nothing but the remotest counterpart to Benya Krik, the Crier, who could outwit Odessa police chiefs, fall in love with a merchant’s daughter during one of his night raids, and immediately return all of the merchant’s goods.
Trilling was a classicist who did not believe in creativity’s lower depths. He was too much of a measured man. I remember him on campus, with his silver hair and tweed vests and British diction that every English instructor adopted in the hope of cannibalizing Lionel Trilling. He was the lord of enlightenment and reason in the late 1950s, when literature still ruled the earth, and we poor undergraduates had a talmudic devotion to the writer’s craft. He was much more vivid than a movie star.
He was also a novelist, a teller of tales, but his fiction was curiously cloistered and flat, as if he didn’t dare to enter any wildness. “For all my life, the fear of insanity has blocked the free play of my imagination and made me too intent upon reasonableness,” declares Diana Trilling, Lionel’s wife, but she could have been writing about Lionel himself. It was in his essays that he paid homage to the river gods and found his own lilt—freed of creativity, he could afford to become creative. His essays were as musical as his name. He could have been writing a kind of dream-novel when he wrote about Huckleberry Finn and Isaac Babel.
And there were wicked stories about him. That he was the son of a Bronx tailor, that he himself was a child of the ghetto, that Lionel Trilling couldn’t have been his real name, that he was some kind of Monte Cristo who took revenge on his own impoverished past, the Jewish Gatsby who’d become a literary critic rather than a bootlegger, and reinvented himself as an Oxford don with his own kingdom on Morningside Heights.
The don died in 1975, and pretty soon his own belief in a measured imagination seemed expendable in a world that was moving closer and closer to chaos.
And then a couple of years ago I happened upon Diana Trilling’s memoir about her marriage to Lionel. And suddenly I had a different Trilling. He was indeed the son of a tailor, but a men’s custom tailor who might have dressed the king of England . . . or an Oxford don, a tailor who turned to manufacturing coats for the chauffeurs of millionaires and hadn’t brought up Lionel in any rough equivalent of the Moldavanka.
A bookish child who never had a bicycle or roller skates, he would become the first Jewish professor of English in the Ivy League. Even with a name that could have been invented by the master of all novelists, Henry James, Trilling had to twist himself into some kind of Anglo-Saxon golem (it was the 1930s, and the very best English departments still believed that Jews weren’t refined enough to teach Shakespeare or Keats or Matthew Arnold). He suffered from long bouts of depression, saw himself as a failed writer of fiction, and must have sensed his own unlived imaginative life, the mask he had to wear as Lionel Trilling.
And perhaps this explains his attraction to Babel, and his ability to intuit the pathos beneath Babel’s savage lines. Trilling must have felt an affinity with Benya Krik, that gangster in orange pants, as lyrical as language itself, a warrior with all the grace and willfulness of poetry. Trilling could have been dreaming about himself when he says of Babel: “[T]he unexpectedness which he takes to be the essence of art is that of a surprise attack.” He was Babel’s secret sharer, a writer who would have liked to shuck off his academic clothes and veer toward the unexpected, with its quota of surprise attacks.
2. 
IN 1996 ANTONINA PIROZHKOVA, well into her eighties, published her own memoir of a marriage, At His Side: The Last Years of Isaac Babel; it was the reworking of a sketch written in 1972, when she had to erase all “criminal elements,” including Babel’s arrest (which the Soviets still didn’t like to acknowledge), as if the author of Red Cavalry had died in bed, or had never died at all. The Last Years of Isaac Babel is a curious, almost neutral text. It seems to lack what Emily Dickinson called “a certain slant of light”—an opening, a signature, a point of view. It’s a memoir in search of a voice, without the least bit of persona. “Lionel taught me to think; I taught him to write,” declares Diana Trilling, and we never mistake her own presence in the marriage or in the memoir, where she claims her own territory as a writer, next to Lionel Trilling, but Antonina doesn’t see herself as a writer, only as Babel’s handmaiden.
We discover details about Isaac, that he loved to fondle a piece of string while he wrote, that he was a prodigious tea drinker, that he would pretend to be a woman if he really didn’t want to answer the phone, and that he had a ruinous generosity: “Babel’s kindness bordered on the catastrophic. . . . He would give away his watch, his shirts, his ties, saying: ‘If I want possessions, it’s only so that I can give them away.’ ”
Babel “believed that people were born for merriment,” but how much merriment could there have been by the mid-thirties, when Stalin began to crush every single independent voice around him? It’s to another writer, Ilya Ehrenburg, that Babel confesses: “Today a man only talks freely with his wife—at night, with the blankets pulled over his head.” But we don’t get much of this world under the covers from Antonina, or the crippling pain that Babel must have had about his own inability to produce under Stalin’s reign of terror, when no one’s wild geometry would have been welcomed. . . .
In 1935–1936, Babel collaborated with Sergei Eisenstein on Bezhin Meadow, a film about Pavlik Morozov, a young Soviet “Pioneer” killed by the kulaks (rich peasant farmers) after denouncing his own dad as a hoarder of grain. Stalin encouraged a Pavlik cult, and statues of Pavlik Morozov sprang up in the remotest places. He’d become the little secular saint of the Soviet Union. Antonina had gone to Yalta with Babel and “Eisen” while they worked on Bezhin Meadow. And Antonina allows us a tiny glimpse into Eisenstein’s metaphysics. Eisen wanted to film the little saint wandering through a wheat field, wounded, and wearing a halo around his head. “Eisen,” Babel said, “has told me many times he prefers what isn’t there to actuality—the isn’t-ness.”
Isn’tness was the invisible border of Eisenstein’s (and Babel’s) art, that violent rendering of a strange new reality that came from the clash of images. Babel had practiced his own kind of cinematic crosscutting in Red Cavalry—the bump of invisible borders, where epiphanies could collide with the commonplace, Cossacks in bloodred boots lost in a land of poor, disheveled Polish Jews.
Antonina was right there with two of Russia’s greatest stylists working on a mad Stalinian project, the pietà of Pavlik Morozov, and all she can tell us about the collaboration is that Babel hid Eisen’s obscene doodles from her. It’s as if Babel inhabited some strange shadowland while he was alive: “endowed with great goodness of spirit,” he remains as unreal as . . . Pavlik Morozov. She’s guarded his intimacy to such a degree, she can’t bring herself to reveal whatever flaws he might have had. All we ever get about his writer’s life is a piece of string, and not the perverse details of what it must have been like to dangle under Stalin’s thumb, to live as a celebrated writer—worshipers would demand his autograph and Eisen’s at whatever restaurant they went— who could only practice his craft in some subterranean way.
Fear of Hitler saved Eisenstein from the firing squad. It was 1937, and Stalin needed an epic that would unite the Soviet people. He put Eisenstein to work rebuilding Alexander Nevsky, a thirteenth-century prince whose peasant army defeated the Teutonic Knights on a battlefield of ice. Nevsky was an enormous hit. After the release of the film, there was a run on paper clips. “Children have been buying boxes of paper clips by the dozen to make chain mail as worn” by the prince. Eisen’s film was a fable of Stalin himself, the people’s prince who kept a primitive Russia from falling into chaos. But Babel had no princes in chain mail. He could only deliver Odessa and Benya Krik.
Once Babel himself is delivered to the Cheka and vanishes from Antonina’s life, the neutral tone of the memoir begins to lift. Suddenly he’s much more present in the book. She’s no longer a passive spider in the house of Isaac Babel. She becomes a tainted person, the wife of an enemy of the people. “After Babel’s arrest, no one telephoned me any longer.” Once a month, she would go to a small window near Moscow’s Kuznets Bridge and drop off seventy-five rubles for Babel, who wasn’t allowed any visitors. And she had her own odd dance with the same Cheka that “sealed Babel’s room, took away his manuscripts, diaries, and pages with signed dedications that had been torn from his books.”
Babel’s publishers began to “attack” Antonina, trying to retrieve the advances they had paid Babel for books he’d never delivered. And when court officials showed up at her flat and began to count not only furniture “but even my dresses,” Antonina called the Cheka. A voice at the other end of the line guaranteed her that no one would come to count furniture again. And no one ever did.
When rugs were stolen from Babel’s vacant dacha, it was the Cheka that helped her navigate the whirlpool between local militia and the thieves themselves. And five months after Babel’s arrest, a young Chekist dropped in to collect “trousers, socks, and handkerchiefs for Babel.” Antonina scented the handkerchiefs “heavily” with her own perfume. “I so much wanted to send Babel a greeting from home, even if it was just a familiar scent.”
These scented handkerchiefs are the most intimate detail in the book, and they disturb our psyche as we imagine how much Babel, a prisoner of the State, had to pull from so little, how the artifacts of his life had been narrowed down to a trace of perfume, the last semblance of sanity in a world where, deprived of his eyeglasses and his belt, he had to grope around half-blind and clutch at his pants, confessing to crimes he couldn’t have committed, so that Antonina and their little daughter, Lydia (born in 1937), wouldn’t be touched.
In 1940 she was told by one of the military prosecutors that Babel had been sentenced to ten years without the right of correspondence, which meant in the Cheka’s coded language that Babel was already dead, but Antonina didn’t have the means of breaking this code, and she continued to believe that he was at some camp. She would make yearly inquiries, and the same curt note would come back from the Cheka: “Alive and well in the camps.” The secret police began sending ex-cons or zeks to Antonina with tales of having come across Babel in their travels from camp to camp. An elaborate fiction was woven right around her.
Antonina was given her own godfather, Y. E. Elsberg, an editor at a Moscow publishing house whose specialty was spying on writers. Even before Babel’s arrest, Elsberg had been Antonina’s helpmate. “If I mentioned that a plug had gone bad, an electrician would show up the very next day.” He would escort Antonina to the Bolshoi, bring her a bag of oranges before the intermission, take her home “in a stylish black car.” And while Babel sat in the Lubyanka, Elsberg “would come by all dressed up like a suitor,” with gifts for Antonina’s little girl. . . .
Antonina was allowed to live in Babel’s flat, but a Cheka magistrate moved into Babel’s “sealed room” and sat for seventeen years without a single book, like some nagging devil put there to taunt Antonina. Babel’s comrades from the Writers Union were even worse than this demon. They began to fight over Babel’s dacha within a month of his arrest. . . .
There was a “thaw” in the affairs of renegade writers, dead or alive, after Stalin’s own death in 1953, and the case against Babel was dismissed, but Antonina still couldn’t get much out of the Cheka. Babel’s death certificate read:
PLACE OF DEATH—Z; CAUSE—Z.
In 1955 one of Babel’s fellow writers, whom Antonina calls K, told her that his own father, who’d been the warden at a certain Siberian camp, had once befriended Babel. The prisoners “made Babel a dark-green canvas cloak, which he wore regularly. . . . Babel had his own room in this camp; they did not force him to work, so he was able to write.”
According to K, Babel’s cell was next to the warden’s quarters, with a common balcony. “K’s mother would make meat dumplings for Babel.” And it was on the warden’s “black vinyl sofa that Babel had died of a heart attack.”
We begin to wonder about this monstrous fabulation, this assembly of lies, as if the Cheka’s central concern was the spinning out of myth within their private matrix, where reality could be qualified according to their own wish. These lies had little to do with Babel. The machine just couldn’t stop. It had to blunt and obscure the simple fact that Babel had died for nothing, that his imprisonment was a theater piece staged for Stalin (the Boss was aware of every single arrest).
But Antonina had her own fierce will. She labored to get Babel’s work republished “in his native land.” It wasn’t until 1990 that a “complete” edition appeared. I met Antonina in Paris around this time. It was at some seminar devoted to Babel. I remember a woman with a gorgeous smile that not even Stalin and his Cheka could corrupt. She wasn’t a poetess or a literary critic who kept the cadence of Babel’s stories inside her head. She was an engineer who was building a new kind of subway out of Babel’s books, a subway of readers. Babel had badly needed an engineer like her to forage in a bewildering bureaucracy of publishers and unearth diaries and stories that had been squirreled away in some city where Babel had once toiled as a screenwriter or a journalist, writing in a secret little room that the Cheka had never known about; he adored such closets. I told her in the little Russian I had left from graduate school that Babel was a writer I adored. The beautiful Antonina blushed, and her eyes ripped with delight; her love of Babel was much larger than any Soviet myth machine.

INTRODUCTION: ISAAC BABEL
IT’S THE ONE BOOK I HAVE TWO COPIES OF. THEY SIT side by side. The Collected Stories of Isaac Babel (circa 1960), with Milton Glaser’s cover of three Cossacks on horseback wiggling against a white background like quarks or some other magic material suddenly visible to the eye. Glaser has caught both the ferocity and the fragile charm of Babel, whose language seems to slice at us while his characters float across our field of vision. Babel is dangerous; he disturbs our dreams. He’s cruel and tender, like some kind of crazy witch. Each of his best stories—“The King” or “Di Grasso” or “Guy de Maupassant”—is like a land mine and a lesson in writing; it explodes page after page with a wonder that’s so hard to pin down. The structure of the stories is a very strange glass: we learn from Babel but cannot copy him.
I’ve lived with him nearly all my adult life. I discovered Babel after I’d written a novel and read Nabokov, Faulkner, Hemingway, James Joyce, Scott Fitzgerald, Jane Austen, Saul Bellow, and Grace Paley. I was sitting with my editor in an Italian restaurant filled with mafiosi. He himself was a novelist, and every other editor in New York feared him, because he was a pirate who ransacked publishers’ lists and stole authors at will. He didn’t have to steal me. I was his single discovery, his one dark horse. And for a short period, just before my first novel was published, while he bickered with book clubs and lined up blurbs that he himself would write and then ask one of his stolen authors to sign, I remember having lunch with him every day of the week.
He happened to compose one of the blurbs while we were finishing our hazelnut cake (reserved for him and me) and coffee with lemon peel. “Incomparable,” he scribbled on the tablecloth. “Stupendous.” I was embarrassed at his flamboyance, and the liberties he took with the restaurant and its tablecloths. “Babel is the one and only writer who comes to mind.”
“Couldn’t you be a little less exotic? Who’s this Babel?”
He revealed his disappointment by crushing the lemon peel and canceling all our other lunches. He wouldn’t talk to me (or write another blurb) until I’d read Isaac Babel. I was whisked into another dimension where everything to do with my book stood still. I had a book jacket with my name on it but with the title missing. I had a photograph of me with half a face. I had the proofs of every fifth chapter. I found Babel’s stories in a book-shop, but I resisted reading him until I fell upon “The King” and its perverse outlaw in orange pants who reigned over Odessa and disposed of his enemies by firing bullets into the air. He was called Benya Krik, and he was so recognizable that I suffered through palpitations of pleasure and pain.
Benya’s native territory was a Jewish slum, the Moldavanka, home of gangsters and grocers and mythical draymen, a ghetto of dark streets that seemed outside ordinary time, suspended in the reader’s own imagination. I’d met this Benya before, many times, in my Moldavanka, the East Bronx, where he was always defiant in his orange pants. He wasn’t a drayman. His shoulders weren’t broad, but he walked with his own marvelous ballet, giving out candy to all the kids. His nails might be dirty, his shoes unshined, but he was still a gallant. He didn’t seek wealth, but a kind of feudalism, a fief that belonged to him and him alone. The grocers gave him food, and no one would dare steal a solitary fig from them. We never took our problems to the police—they were from another planet, aliens who didn’t bother to understand our sins. The important thing was that our Benya with the dirty fingernails had no fear of them. He ruled even if he never got rich. He was the lord of empty space, prince of those without a language other than the glaring musicality of his orange pants. . . .
I read on and on. I found myself going back to the same stories—as if the narratives were musical compositions that one could never tire of. Repetition increased their value. Babel was involving me in merciless fairy tales that evoked the first books
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