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PENGUIN CLASSICS


RED CAVALRY AND OTHER STORIES


Isaac Babel was born in Odessa in 1894, the son of a dealer in agricultural machinery, and he grew up in a typically assimilated Jewish family amid the flourishing Hebrew and Yiddish intellectual life of this cosmopolitan seaport. His first story was published in Kiev in 1913. In Petrograd (St Petersburg), in 1915, he won the encouragement and life-long patronage of Maxim Gorky. Gorky published Babel’s stories and sketches in his Letopis’ and, after the revolution, in his anti-Bolshevik newspaper Novaya zhizn’, closed down by Lenin in July 1918. Babel spent the revolutionary years writing erotic tales for his unpublished collection Petersburg 1918. In 1920, however, he joined the Red Cossacks in the short war against Poland and used his experiences in his unforgettable Red Cavalry (1926). When excerpts from Red Cavalry and Odessa Stories appeared in Moscow in 1923, Babel rose to instant fame but also controversy. The ‘autobiographical’ Childhood series and more Odessa and Red Cavalry stories followed, as well as an attempt at a book exposing the cruelty of forced collectivization, Velikaya krinitsa. He also tried his hand at plays and wrote film scripts to try and withstand the increasing demands for political conformism. Declaring himself the ‘master of the genre of silence’, Babel survived the Stalinist Terror until he was arrested suddenly in 1939. He was secretly tried on trumped-up charges of espionage and treason and executed on 27 January 1940.
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Introduction


Few twentieth-century writers present the literary biographer with quite such an enigma as Isaac Emmanuilovich Babel (1894–1940). His shadowy, for the most part undocumented life ended obscurely, with his arrest by the Stalinist secret police. The volumes of reminiscences by those who knew him, such as that published in Moscow in 1989,1 have done little to increase our knowledge of the circumstances of his life and death. Viktor Shklovsky, in an account of a visit he made as a young man with Babel to Tolstoy’s estate at Yasnaya Polyana, provides what is perhaps the most vivid portrait to be found in the book – yet his characterization of Babel as ‘the man with the quiet voice’ also leads us away from the writer’s individual personality and destiny towards a region of self-effacement and self-abandonment that ends in disappearance: ‘After that quiet day I never saw Babel again.’


Even those who might have been thought to be closest to Babel have found it difficult to retain a clear, complete picture of him as he was in life. Nathalie Babel, the writer’s daughter, who was ten years old and in France when her father was arrested by the Soviet secret police, says that she grew up



wishing that some day, somewhere, a door would open and my father would come in. We would recognize each other immediately, and without seeming surprised, without letting him catch his breath, I would say, ‘Well, here you are at last. We’ve been puzzled about you for so long; although you left behind much love and devotion, you bequeathed us very few facts. It’s so good to have you here. Do sit down and tell us what happened.’2




Nathalie Babel also describes a visit she made in 1961 to Moscow –



where one can still meet people who loved him and continue to speak of him with nostalgia. There, thousands of miles from my own home in Paris, sitting in his living-room, in his own chair, drinking from his glass, I felt utterly baffled. Though in a sense I had tracked him down, he still eluded me. The void remained; I knew so little about him.3




And she alludes to a trait in her father’s character that compounded this problem: ‘although he appeared to be jovial and talkative, he was, in reality, not very communicative. Moreover, he loved to confuse and mystify people.’4

The numerous myths, false rumours and stories about Babel that circulated after his disappearance and death – among them that he managed a stud farm, had a love affair with the sister of Yagoda (the ex-chief of the political police), was a Trotskyite, a spy, and that he engaged in black-market activities – are in part, one realizes, the result of Stalinist denigration and disinformation, but may also owe something to Babel’s own strange and fantastic sense of humour, which was often turned against himself. In trying to understand the complexity of his life and its relation to his fiction, it may be best to begin with one of Babel’s own autobiographical statements, in this case the one that is included in the 1979 Aliya edition of his stories5 and is a 1932 archival version of the more widely published autobiography of 1924:


Was born in Odessa, in the Moldavanka,6 the son of a Jewish shopkeeper. At my father’s insistence studied Hebrew, the Bible and the Talmud until I was sixteen. At home was made to study a large number of subjects from morning to night. I took my rest at school. The school was called the Emperor Nicholas II Commercial College of Odessa. This was a cheerful, undisciplined, noisy and multilingual college. There the sons of foreign merchants, the children of Jewish brokers, Poles of noble descent, Old Believers and many overgrown billiards players were taught. In the intervals between classes we went off to the port, to the pier or to the Greek coffee-houses to play billiards, or to the Moldavanka to drink cheap Bessarabian wine in the cellars.

French was taught better than the other subjects. The teacher was a Breton and possessed a literary gift, like all Frenchmen. I learned the classics by heart with him, got on to close terms with the French colony in Odessa and from the age of fifteen began to write stories in French.

After graduating from the college I was sent to Kiev; in 1915 I found myself in St Petersburg. In St Petersburg things were tough, I had no ‘right of residence’,7 I kept out of the way of the police and lodged in a cellar on Pushkin Street which was the home of a tormented, drunken waiter. In 1916 I began to take my literary works around the editorial offices; I was driven from every quarter, the editors (the late Izmaylov, Posse8 and others) all tried to persuade me to get a job as a shop assistant, I did not listen to them and at the end of 1916 found myself at Gorky’s. To this encounter I owe everything. Gorky published my first stories in the November 1916 issue of Chronicle (I was made answerable for these stories under Article 1001),9 he taught me the important things and then – when it had become clear that my two or three tolerable youthful experiments were no more than an accidental success, and that I was going to get nowhere with literature and that I wrote extremely badly – Aleksey Maksimovich sent me among people. For seven years – from 1917 to 1924 – I had occasion to learn many things. I was a soldier on the Romanian front, then served in the Cheka, in Narkompros,10 in the food-supply expeditions of 1918, in the Northern Army against Yudenich,11 in the First Cavalry, in the Odessa Gubkom, was a reporter in St Petersburg and Tbilisi, was production manager at the 7th Soviet Printing House in Odessa, et cetera. And only in 1923 did I learn how to express my thoughts clearly and not at too great length. For this reason I date the beginning of my literary work from 1924, when my stories ‘Salt’, ‘A Letter’, ‘The Death of Dolgushov’, ‘The King’ and others appeared in the journal Lef.12 Over two years Red Cavalry and Odessa Stories were written. Then there began for me a new time of travelling, silence and gathering of strength. I now stand at the beginning of new work.


This account of Babel’s life is only partly true. Nathalie Babel has pointed out that in it, apart from the stress laid on his meeting with Gorky, her father ‘does not differentiate between important and trivial details. Apparently, Babel’s intention was to present an appropriate past for a young Soviet writer who was not a member of the Communist Party.’ There are a number of fabrications in the ‘autobiography’, including the occupation of Babel’s father (he was in reality not a shopkeeper but a salesman of agricultural machinery). The matter is made no easier if we turn to Babel’s so-called ‘Autobiographical Stories’ in search of the facts about his life. Here we find a complex interweaving of fact, fiction and fantasy. Several of the key events, characters and statements in the stories are the result of pure invention. Babel did not, for example, come ‘from a destitute and muddle-headed family’, as he asserts in ‘In the Basement’, but from a fairly well-to-do and orderly one. The average Odessa Jewish family was not as Babel describes it in his stories, clinging to the traditions of the past, but was instead rather like its North American counterpart, one in which a considerable degree of ‘assimilation’ had taken place. While it is true that Moldavanka, Odessa’s slum district, was an infamous haunt of prostitutes and gangsters, including Misha ‘The Jap’ Vinnitsky, prototype of Benya Krik, Babel did not spend the first years of his life there: soon after his birth his parents moved to the Black Sea port of Nikolayev, and it was there that he went to primary school and began his study of English, French and German. If Babel did witness an anti-Jewish pogrom, neither he nor the rest of the Babel family were physically harmed in it. Nathalie Babel has provided the following cautionary information for readers of ‘The Story of My Dovecot’ and ‘First Love’:



Nor would his father have had to kneel at a Cossack’s feet and beg that his store be spared, for the simple reason that Babel’s father did not own a store. He owned a warehouse, which was neither broken into nor plundered during the pogrom. I must add (and this may be a disillusionment to readers of ‘First Love’) that no member of the Babel family was red-headed, that my grandmother’s name was Fanny, not Rachel, nor would she ever have thought of addressing her husband in the terms used by the woman in the story; she was a modest, sensitive woman. It is, of course, not impossible that there was a charming girl named Galina who wore a Chinese peignoir, and who excited the passions of my father at the age of ten. But if she did exist, my father was the only member of the family who had the privilege of knowing her.13




The actual course of Babel’s life appears to have been roughly as follows: born on 13 July 1894 (30 June Old Style) in the Moldavanka, a suburb of Odessa, Babel was taken by his family to Nikolayev, on the Black Sea coast, where he spent the first nine years of his life, and where in 1899 his sister was born. In early 1905, he began his studies at the Nicholas II Commercial College in Odessa, living with his two aunts and his maternal grandmother in a house on Tiraspolskaya Street, and later in the same year his father, Emmanuil Isaakovich, also returned to Odessa with his wife. After a few months during which the family stayed with the aunts, the Babels moved to an apartment at 17 Richelieu Street, one of the most attractive streets in the city. Babel’s father dealt in agricultural machinery, and had an office on Politseyskaya Street, where many shipping and import – export firms had their premises. He wanted to give his children, particularly his son, the best education he could, and Babel had to study modern languages, music (he took lessons with the virtuoso teacher Stolyarsky, though he did not make much progress as an instrumentalist), and Ancient Hebrew. The young Babel’s consciousness of his Jewish past and roots is well-evidenced in his earliest known short story, ‘Old Shloyme’, published in 1913 as a contribution to the ‘Jewish Question’ against the background of anti-Jewish edicts and pressure to assimilate.

The numerus clausus, which restricted the number of Jewish students who could attend any given educational institution, prevented Babel from entering the University of Odessa. At first, Babel followed in his father’s footsteps and enrolled at the Kiev Institute of Financial and Business Studies, which was evacuated to Saratov on the outbreak of war in 1914. There, the following year, he wrote the story ‘Childhood. At Grandmother’s’, apparently the seed of the later childhood stories, which shares their theme of breaking away from the Jewish home. In 1915 Babel enrolled in the Psycho-Neurological Institute in Petrograd (as St Petersburg was now called), a liberal arts college which admitted Jews and was well known for its students’ political activism. Far from living in a cellar pursued by police, Babel obtained the residence permit required for Jews and boarded with the Slonim family, until he was conscripted to the Romanian front (and was therefore absent from the scene of the Bolshevik coup the following month). During his time in St Petersburg he wrote several stories, including ‘Ilya Isaakovich and Margarita Prokofyevna’, which Gorky published in his journal Chronicle.

On Babel’s recuperation from malaria and return to the Revolutionary capital, he wrote critical sketches and stories for Gorky’s Menshevik newspaper New Life, closed down by Lenin in July 1918, when much of the opposition press was suppressed. Babel seems to have avoided starvation in Petrograd by working as a translator for the infamous Cheka secret police (though this is denied by Nathalie Babel) and, as a protegé of Gorky, for the People’s Commissariat of Education. He also wrote some risqué stories about prostitutes and experimented with modernist prose (the series Petersburg 1918 and Etchings). In 1919 he married Yevgeniya Borisovna Gronfeyn, a talented artist and daughter of his father’s business friend. By all accounts the marriage was not a happy one. In 1920, the Soviet–Polish War now under way, Babel joined Budyonny’s cavalry as a war correspondent for ROSTA, the Soviet news agency, reporting on the action at the Soviet–Polish front in Budyonny’s propaganda newspaper Red Trooper. This experience completely exhausted him, and he returned to Odessa suffering from lice and acute asthma. Doctors advised that he try to live for a time in a warmer climate. After a short period working in a state publishing house, he moved with his wife to a house taken by the Gronfeyns near Batum in the Caucasus, where it was thought his health might improve. During this time, from 1921, Babel began to work on the stories of Red Cavalry. In 1924 Babel and his wife moved to Moscow. The Red Cavalry stories, and some of the Odessa Stories, about Jewish gangsters in the days before the Revolution, that had been appearing in the Odessa press, were republished in the Moscow journals Red Virgin Soil and Lef (the latter edited by Mayakovsky), and he acquired almost immediate fame as a writer. The Red Cavalry stories aroused Budyonny’s wrath – he saw them as a slander on his troops. By 1925, following the death of Lenin, the internal political situation had begun to grow more ominous, and the writer began to think about following his mother and sister abroad. His wife lived in France from 1925 until 1957, the year of her death. The separation from his family caused the writer much anxiety, and things were not made any easier by the fact that there was no Soviet embassy in Brussels, where his mother and sister lived, and the difficulty of obtaining visas for them to visit Russia was a source of great worry to him. His wife had to try to obtain the visas for herself and the other members of the family from the embassy in Paris, but she dreaded visiting it, and as a result the family’s papers were very seldom kept in valid order.

In 1925 Babel began to turn away from the ‘Odessa’ and ‘Red Cavalry’ tales towards childhood themes in search of a sparser prose style. ‘The Story of My Dovecot’ and ‘First Love’ were both published in the same year. These stories were intended eventually to form a book, which was also to contain ‘In the Basement’ (1929), ‘Awakening’ (1930) and, probably, ‘Di Grasso’ (published in 1937). Also in 1925, Babel began to write film scripts in order to support himself and his family financially. This led to problems, as Babel tended to over-commit himself with journalistic and film work, accepting advances and then being unable to meet the required deadlines, thus involving himself in debt. Anxieties of this kind, coupled with anxieties about his dispersed émigré family, made the writing of his own stories increasingly difficult for him. His extremely high personal artistic standards also tended to bring him into conflict with practical reality. To the editor of a journal who demanded new material he wrote that he would rather be flogged in public than send in a manuscript one moment sooner than he believed it to be ready. This pattern of stress and overwork continued into the 1930s, and when Babel had finally managed to write enough stories for a new volume, the political climate had grown so repressive that he could not publish them.

Before the birth of his daughter Nathalie in Paris in 1929, Babel had already returned from a year in Paris to settle his late father-in-law’s affairs, but faced changing circumstances inside the Soviet Union. The end of the 1920s saw the beginning of Stalinism and the first Five Year Plan, the attacks on Zamyatin and Pilnyak, the rise of the personality cult and the dragooning of writers to serve the cause of socialism. Why Babel remained in the Soviet Union at this time when he could have lived abroad (though he didn’t fancy becoming a taxi driver or émigré writer like Nabokov), has never been adequately explained. His daughter Nathalie has ascribed it to a mixture of patriotism and personal honour:





Babel was convinced that a writer mutilates himself and his work when he leaves his native country. He always refused to emigrate and never once thought of his trips abroad as a means of escape. Moreover, his sense of honour demanded that he stay among his own people.

We know that Babel was well aware of the cruelty of the Stalinist regime, for he talked about it with intimate friends on his trips abroad. Nothing, however, could shatter his feeling that he belonged to Russia and that he had to share the fate of his countrymen. What in so many people would have produced only fear and terror, awakened in him a sense of duty and a kind of blind heroism.14




Whatever his reasons for staying in Russia, Babel began increasingly to seek a place as a member of the established order. In 1930 he observed at first hand the collectivization of the rural economy of the Ukraine, and in June that year moved to Molodyonovo, near Moscow, where he became the secretary of the village soviet. In 1932 he was allocated an apartment in Moscow, a rare privilege reserved for Party workers and the cultural–political élite. The apartment was in a house occupied by foreigners: this was something almost unheard of in those days, since contact with foreigners was strictly forbidden for most Russians, and could lead to suspicion and even arrest. From the middle of April until the end of May 1933 Babel was Gorky’s guest in Sorrento. Throughout this period, Babel was ‘silent’ as a writer. Silence was regarded with as much hostility by the authorities as outright dissidence, and every so often the writer was called upon to explain why he had written no new works in praise of the existing order and the building of socialism. He would respond in terms that were ambiguous and evasive. Like several other Soviet writers, Babel could not adapt his style to the portrayal of life in factories and collective farms (though he made some attempts to write about them). Perhaps because of his connections with highly placed officials, he managed to ward off the worst of the criticism for some time. In 1935, however, his fortunes changed. His play Mariya – not, in any case, one of his most successful works – was violently criticized by the Party establishment and withdrawn by the Moscow theatre that had already begun rehearsals of it. In 1936 critics were marking the tenth anniversary of Babel’s silence since his last book, Red Cavalry. From 1932 Babel lived with an engineer on the Moscow metro construction, Antonina Nikolayevna Pirozhkova, who bore him a daughter, Lidia. But the last few years of his life were spent in uncertainty and fear of arrest, though he managed to complete some important projects, including a collaboration with Sergey Eisenstein on the film of Turgenev’s story Bezhin Meadow (1936), for which he wrote the script – the second version of the film displeased the authorities, and the director was made to recant in public. A letter Babel wrote to his mother, quoted by Nathalie Babel, gives an idea of the writer’s state of mind:



My nice Mama, if I write seldom it is not because my life is hard – compared with millions of people’s, my life is easy, happy and privileged – but because it is uncertain, and this uncertainty derives entirely from changes and doubts connected with my work. In a country as united as ours, it is quite inevitable that a certain amount of thinking in clichés should appear and I want to overcome this standardized way of thinking and introduce into our literature new ideas, new feeling and rhythms. This is what interests me and nothing else. And so I work and think with great intensity, but I haven’t any results to show yet. And, inasmuch as I myself do not see clearly how and by what methods I will reach these results (I do see my inner paths clearly, though), I am not sure myself where and in what kind of environment I ought to live if I am to achieve my goal, and this is what causes my reluctance to drag anyone along behind me and makes me an insecure and wavering man who causes you so much trouble.15




Gorky’s death in 1936 meant the end of any hopes Babel might have had of remaining safe from arrest. Even though he had friends in high places whom he knew from the days of the Civil War, and was able to intercede on behalf of friends, more and more of whom were disappearing into the hands of the authorities, he knew it was only a matter of time before he too suffered their fate. Yet, paradoxically, the insecurity of his position was accompanied by an elevation of his social status. Increasingly isolated, from 1937 onwards he lived a strangely privileged and comfortable life as a distinguished Soviet writer. An anti-fascist congress in Paris in 1935, to which he accompanied the reluctant and sick Pasternak, was his last opportunity to visit abroad and he was already under surveillance. At this time he began to frequent the homes of some of the most feared men in the country, the heads of the secret police, Yezhov and Yagoda. Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote of him:



Babel told us that he associated only with policemen and drank only with them. The day before he had been drinking with one of the principal policemen in Moscow, and the latter had explained while drunk that he who lives by the sword dies by the sword. The leaders of the militia really did die one after the other … Yesterday this one was arrested, a week ago that one … ‘Today you’re alive, but tomorrow the devil only knows where you may end up …’

The word ‘policeman’ was, of course, a euphemism. We knew that Babel was talking about Chekists, but among his boon companions I think there were also genuine police officials.

O.M. [Osip Mandelstam] wanted to know why Babel felt drawn to ‘policemen’. The distributor where death was issued. To put his fingers on it? ‘No,’ Babel replied, ‘I won’t touch it with my fingers, but just take a sniff to find out what it smells like.’

It is no secret that among the ‘policemen’ whom Babel visited was Yezhov. After Babel’s arrest, Katayev and Shklovsky used to sigh that Babel had been so afraid that he had even gone to Yezhov, but it had not helped, and it was precisely for that that Beria had had him arrested … I am certain that Babel went to him not out of cowardice but out of curiosity – in order to take a sniff and find out what he smelt like.16




By 1939 Babel was deputy chairman of the editorial board of the State Literary Publishing House, Goslitizdat. He had a dacha in Peredelkino, and was working on new stories, which were still very much in his own style, making few or no concessions to the demands for political conformism that were being made on him. A volume of these new stories was advertised by the publishing house Soviet Writer (Sovetskiy pisatel) for publication that same year. Quite suddenly, on 15 May, Babel was arrested at Peredelkino, and all the furniture and written materials in his Moscow apartment and his dacha were seized and taken away by the secret police. The dwellings were then sealed. None of the manuscripts and papers were seen again, and there were rumours that they were destroyed during the German advance on Moscow. Babel was taken by car to Moscow’s Lubyanka prison, smiling and apparently unafraid. His last known words before he disappeared were: ‘Ne dali mne zakonchit’ – ‘They did not let me finish.’

We now know the precise nature and time of Babel’s death. He was charged with pro-Trotsky activities and with being a foreign spy as part of a writers’ anti-Soviet conspiracy (which the secret police were trying to invent for a show-trial). Babel was tried on 26 January 1940 and shot the next day. Babel’s first wife, who remained in Paris, appears to have believed until the late 1950s that Babel survived the war, having been assured by Ilya Ehrenburg in 1946 that he was under house arrest somewhere in Russia. But the writer’s second wife, Antonina Pirozhkova, was informed in 1940 that Babel had been given ten years’ hard labour ‘without right of correspondence’ (i.e. to write or receive letters) by a military tribunal. In 1954 the sentence was revoked, and the official death certificate stated merely that the writer had died on 17 March 1941, not specifying where or how.



The shadowy, unclear nature of Babel’s life stands in marked contrast to his personality, which from his writings alone emerges as clearly focused in its humour, intelligence and lyrical depth. That this should be so seems to indicate that the conventional biographical method may not be the best one for understanding Babel’s complex artistic nature. Perhaps what is needed instead is an approach that cuts across the several and apparently conflicting realities he inhabited, showing how his personality adapted to each of them. The structuralist-based study by the Babel scholar Efraim Sicher, Style and Structure in the Prose of Isaac Babel (1985), represents one such approach, constituting an analysis of Babel’s creative personality through the special features of his work and the ways in which these relate to the conditions under which it was born. Another method, which bears similar results, and has been extensively applied by the literary critic Simon Markish, principally in his afterword to the Aliya edition of Babel’s short stories, (Russko-yevreyskaya literatura i Isaak Babel – ‘Russian Jewish literature and Isaac Babel’)17 is to concentrate on the central fact of Babel’s biography and career as a writer – that although he wrote in Russian, he was first and foremost a Jewish writer, with roots deep in Hebrew and Yiddish literary culture.

As Markish points out, Babel fits in very well with the general picture of Soviet writing in the 1920s. The story cycle Red Cavalry bears many similarities to other works by Soviet writers about the Civil War, like Furmanov’s Chapayev, Fadeyev’s The Rout and the short stories of Vsevolod Ivanov. Its experimentalism is in some ways related to that of the Serapion Brothers group of writers, and its pictorial vividness has a counterpart in Sholokhov’s Quiet Flows the Don. Likewise, the evocation of the gangster underworld in Babel’s Odessa Stories is linked to the general preoccupation with criminal matters that was expressed, for example, in a work like Leonid Leonov’s novel The Thief. Markish even sees a common feature in Babel’s inability to create under Stalinism:



Even Babel’s notorious silence, his disastrously small output after ‘Sunset’ (1928) and the relative weakness of this meagre output compared with the works of the 1920s, are only an extreme form of the sickness and crisis of the whole of Soviet literature that were revealed during the transition to the 1930s.




Yet Babel differed from most of the other writers of the early Soviet period in one special circumstance – that he belonged not to Russian, but to Russian-Jewish literature. And unlike many other Jewish writers, he did not need to choose a Jewish language in the manner of Chaim Bialik, for example, who while at Talmudic academy decided to write in Hebrew, rather than Yiddish or Russian.

The tradition that Babel belonged to was a comparatively young one. During the nineteenth century the movement of Jewish secular enlightenment called the Haskala, which took its origins in Germany, gave rise to a Hebrew and Yiddish literary culture in the Russian Empire, with centres in Warsaw, Vilna and Odessa. One aim of the enlightenment was to bring about a degree of assimilation to European, non-Jewish culture. In Germany this process went much faster than in Russia, facilitated both by the relative civil liberties and by the relative prosperity of German Jews compared to their Russian counterparts. In Russia Jews had to contend with a much harsher attitude on the part of the authorities, particularly in the last decade of the century, yet even so they managed to develop a Russian-language culture that ran parallel to the Yiddish and Hebrew ones, and Russian became another of the languages of the Jewish diaspora. From the early 1860s onwards, Russian-Jewish journals and newspapers began to appear, like the famous Dawn, which was published in Odessa. At the turn of the century the rise of Zionism, which had been impelled by the increasing hostility towards the Jews of Russia under the reign of Alexander III, reinforced the establishment of Russian as a language of literature and journalism: the Zionists, while advocating a return to Hebrew as the authentic Jewish language, temporarily promoted Russian as a ‘progressive’ alternative to Yiddish. Writers like Vladimir Jabotinsky and the Jewish nationalist poet Semyon Frug expressed in Russian the hopes, sufferings and aspirations of those who sought a new life in the United States or Palestine, then an Ottoman protectorate.

In 1914, with the outbreak of the First World War, the territories of Russia that lay within the Jewish Pale became the battleground on which the rival armies fought out the conflict, and the result was an exodus of Jews to the south of Russia, particularly to Odessa. It was in Odessa that the flowering of Hebrew and Yiddish literature took place. Babel was personally acquainted with some of the great figures of Jewish writing who lived there from an older generation; in particular Mendele Moykher-Sforim, whose work Babel later translated into Russian. He was also familiar with the writing of Sholom Aleykhem, whom he translated. Of the newer generation, he had read books by Klausner, Ravnitsky and Akhad Haam. None the less, it was as a writer of Russian that Babel began his career: the story ‘Childhood. At Grandmother’s’ affirms his Russian-Jewish origins in terms of language and artistic style, and also in terms of attitude and philosophical outlook. Above all, the story displays a strong element of conflict – between a loathing of the constricting atmosphere of the Jewish home and an attraction to and sense of belonging to the Russian-Jewish world from which it arises. In his study of Babel, Simon Markish sees in this characteristic the roots of Babel’s literary art:



The house itself, its way of life and its mistress give rise within the boy to the following response: ‘All of it at that moment seemed extraordinary to me and made me want to flee from it all and yet remain for ever’ … The familiar way of life and atmosphere are suddenly transformed, acquiring a gripping keenness of novelty and inspiring, at once, both horror (or, perhaps, revulsion), and a sense of ‘one’s own’, of the kindred, the inseparable, the inescapable. In essence, here is the whole of the Jewish Babel, the root of his social and emotional judgements, the foundation of his aesthetics. Jewishness, whether it be of the unshakeably traditional, shtetl-Hassidic kind, or of the urban, enlightened and emancipated kind, is perceived dually, the heritage is both accepted and rejected simultaneously. And this excludes the everyday scene-painting, the apologetics and the denunciations that are characteristic of the old Russian-Jewish literature, and gives a fresh and wonder-struck view from the side. Precisely from here come the exoticism of the commonplace and the brutish, the fantastic sharpness of lines, the hysterical whoop of colours. But from here, too, come the loneliness, the inevitable ill-definedness, the impossibility of attaining any shore, the doom of being for always and for everyone ‘other’. A position that gives inestimable artistic advantages (which Babel utilized with great success, to the end) and anticipates by a long way the position of the finest masters of American-Jewish literature, from Henry Roth to Saul Bellow and Philip Roth.





In the course of his long and thorough study, Markish shows how this dual perspective, of acceptance and rejection of Jewish tradition, helped Babel to break away from the narrowly ‘Jewish’ style and subject-matter of ‘Old Shloyme’ and ‘Ilya Isaakovich and Margarita Prokofyevna’, through the expanded, though still basically Jewish, plot and character medium of Odessa Stories, to the relatively non-Jewish world of Red Cavalry. Red Cavalry marks the pinnacle of Babel’s literary achievement – it is the work that demonstrates his dualism most forcefully and vividly, and in it his personality splits in two. Without it being immediately obvious, the stories have two narrators: one is the Jewish war correspondent, Kirill Vasilyevich Lyutov, bespectacled, bookish and sensitive, and the other is the person whom Lyutov would like to become, and constantly strives to be – a true revolutionary and Bolshevik soldier with no fear of blood and killing. This dichotomy accounts for the extreme physical violence that is manifested in many of the stories: it is as though Babel were trying to overcome his own horror at what he has seen and witnessed, and to turn it into a kind of vivid, surreal poetry. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the character of the Jew Gedali, who believes in ‘the International of good men’ and with whom Lyutov vainly remonstrates, more than half-convinced that the old man is right:



‘ … The International, panie comrade, one does not know what to eat it with …’

‘One eats it with gunpowder,’ I replied to the old man. ‘And seasons it with the finest blood …’





The conflict is also sharply delineated in the character of the Red Army soldier Bratslavsky, the son of the Zhitomir Rebbe Motale Bratslavsky, in the story ‘The Rebbe’s Son’. Bratslavsky’s life, as he dies of typhoid on the floor of the editorial train, demonstrates its chaotic fragmentation in the contents of his trunk:



Here everything was dumped together – the warrants of the agitator and the commemorative booklets of the Jewish poet. Portraits of Lenin and Maimonides lay side by side. Lenin’s nodulous skull and the tarnished silk of the portraits of Maimonides. A strand of female hair had been placed in a book of the resolutions of the Sixth Party Congress, and in the margins of communist leaflets swarmed crooked lines of Ancient Hebrew verse. In a sad and meagre rain they fell on me – pages of the Song of Songs and revolver cartridges.




Bratslavsky is in a sense Lyutov’s double, manifesting in an extreme form the latter’s uncertainty about his personal, social and historical identity. To the theme, common enough in ‘revolutionary’ literature, of the wavering intellectual, detached from the ‘masses’, Babel adds the new theme of the intellectual Jew, unable to reconcile himself to the brutality and slaughter involved in the creation of the ‘radiant future’. The story ‘My First Goose’ is, of course, the most famous example of this dilemma, with its attendant sense of helplessness and despair, in Babel’s writings. But there are others, such as the scene depicted in ‘Beresteczko’, of a group of Bolshevik-led Cossacks executing an aged Jew:



Directly under my window several Cossacks were shooting an old Jew with a silvery beard for espionage. The old man was screaming and trying to tear himself free. Then Kudrya from the machine-gun detachment took the old man’s head and put it under his arm. The Jew calmed down and stood with his legs apart. With his right hand Kudrya pulled out his dagger and carefully cut the old man’s throat, without splashing any blood on himself. Then he knocked on the closed window frame.

‘If anyone’s interested,’ he said, ‘they can come and get him. He’s all yours …’




Why, given such evident antipathy to the methods of revolution, did Babel none the less support the Bolsheviks and strive to serve them as a writer? In the absence of detailed biographical material relating to his life, we are at a loss to explain this in any concrete, definitive way. Even his letters, published in French and English translation, are to say the least opaque, and bear the mark of both a fear of official censorship and what one senses to be an inner, personal reticence. Nathalie Babel describes the letters dating from the period 1936–9 as being ‘gradually drained of substance; they resemble more and more the reports an employee makes to his superiors about his work and health … He did not even mention things that the censor would very likely have passed …’ Nathalie Babel also writes of her father’s ‘terrible anxiety’, of ‘his certainty that he would eventually be destroyed like the others’.18

Yet fear alone could not explain away a lifetime’s reticence. In reading Babel, whether it is his stories, his correspondence or his diaries, one has very little sense that he ever really had much genuine sympathy for the aims and aspirations of Bolshevism, even though he supported it in practice. If one is to look for his motivation, the driving force that impelled him along the road of his destiny as a ‘Soviet writer’, one must above all, I believe, examine an area of his early development that throws at least some light on his complex personality. It is, directly or indirectly, linked to his consciousness of his Jewish identity, and to his desire, so poignantly analysed by Markish, both to remain faithful to his Jewish roots and to be free of them.

In the story ‘Awakening’ Babel describes a feature of life in the Odessa of his childhood which, almost against his will, left a deep mark on him. This was the remarkable proliferation in that city of performing musicians, in particular violinists, most of them from Russian-Jewish families. From Odessa came Mischa Elman and Jascha Heifetz, and the great violin teacher Stolyarsky, who later taught David Oistrakh. In the story, Stolyarsky becomes ‘Mr Zagursky’, though ‘Auer’ is of course the real, and famous, violin virtuoso and teacher Leopold Auer:




When a boy was four or five, his mother took the tiny, puny creature to Mr Zagursky. Zagursky ran a Wunderkind factory, a factory of Jewish dwarfs in lace collars and patent-leather shoes. He sought them out in the slums of the Moldavanka, in the evil-smelling courtyards of the Old Market. Zagursky gave them a first push in the right direction, and then the children were sent to Professor Auer in St Petersburg.




Babel’s father decided that his son should keep up with the rest, and become a child prodigy, and the boy was sent for lessons with Stolyarsky at an early age. Babel describes his dislike of playing the violin in no uncertain terms: ‘the sounds crawled out of my violin like iron filings’. And he tells us: ‘During my violin practice I placed on my music stand books by Turgenev or Dumas and, scraping out heaven only knows what, devoured page after page.’

Thus the vicarious musical ambition of his parents became supplanted by a genuine ambition of his own – to become a writer. Yet somehow the connection between writing and music as a performing art – a connection possibly unconscious, since instilled at an early age – seems to have lingered on in Babel’s psyche for most of his life. One has a sense that for Babel his writing career was really something akin to a career as a concert artist, to be pursued regardless of social change and outer circumstances, with stoicism and dedication to an art that demanded self-effacement, hard work, discipline and love. From one point of view, his passionate advocacy of Maupassant and Dumas may be seen as equivalent to the commitment a classical instrumentalist brings to the works of the nineteenth-century concert repertoire: in his own writing he continued to interpret that European tradition and to sound its clear, distinctive note against the turbulence of history. Here, perhaps, we have a key to the apparent enigma of his situation. For in Babel we are presented with an extreme paradox: that of a practitioner of ‘art for art’s sake’ who tried to put himself and his writing at the service of a social and political revolution. Just what that revolution meant to him is not clear; yet at some level in his consciousness it seems to have been associated with his Jewish patrimony, and with the aspiration of generations of Jews for a better society and a better world. That the dream turned sour, threatening and bloodily destructive was merely one more twist of history that must be faced with stoicism and courage. His adherence to the artist’s moral duty to stay with his art to the end was what made Babel remain in the Soviet Union – for he had identified his art with the life and the destiny of his own people, and to uproot that art from its soil would be to desert them. And so, to the end, he continued to write of the Kriks and the Moldavanka, of the world that had died with the Revolution and which the Revolution was somehow, perhaps almost mystically, expected to transform and replace.

After Babel’s death, his work fell into neglect in the Soviet Union. There was no room for his brand of stoical individualism in the Stalinist Russia of the 1940s and early 1950s. Not until the late fifties and early sixties did his stories become available again, though only in selected, censored editions. With the repressive climate of the Brezhnev years and the pressure against Jewish activism that continued right until Gorbachov, little new material was published. Even recent editions of the stories, published in the early nineties, are not complete. In the West, Babel has been known through a series of translations that have appeared sporadically since the 1930s. Nearly all of these, including the Collected Stories of 1955 (reprinted in 1983), have been made from the censored versions that were published in the Soviet Union both during and after Babel’s lifetime. Not until 1979 did a Russian edition of the best-known stories, in their original, uncensored form, appear in the Aliya Library series published in Israel, under the editorship of the Babel scholar E. Sicher. This edition reconstitutes the three major cycles of Babel’s corpus –‘Autobiographical Stories’ (the childhood series Babel intended to publish as ‘Story of my Dovecot’), Red Cavalry and Odessa Tales and forms the basis for the present volume.
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 EARLY STORIES

  
Old Shloyme


Although our little town is not large, although its inhabitants are few, although Shloyme has lived for sixty years in the town without a break, even so, not everyone would be able to tell you who Shloyme is, or what he is like. That is because he has simply been forgotten, in the way that an unneeded, inconspicuous object is forgotten. Old Shloyme was such an object. He was eighty-six years old. His eyes were watery; his face, a small, dirty, wrinkled face, was covered by a yellowish, never-combed beard and a mane of thick, tangled hair. Shloyme almost never washed, seldom changed his clothes, and he had a bad smell: his son and daughter-in-law, in whose home he lived, had given him up as a bad job, concealed him in a warm corner and forgotten him. A warm corner and food – that was what remained to Shloyme, and, it seemed, it was enough for him. To warm his old, broken bones, to eat a good piece of fat, juicy meat – those were for him the highest enjoyment. He would arrive first at table, greedily follow each piece with unblinking eyes, convulsively stuff the food into his mouth with long, bony fingers and eat, eat, eat until he was refused any more, even one more little piece. It was revolting to watch Shloyme as he ate: the whole of his small, emaciated figure trembled, his fingers were covered in grease, his face pitiful, full of a terrible fear lest a wrong be done to him, lest he be forgotten. Sometimes the daughter-in-law played practical jokes on Shloyme: at table she would, as if accidentally, leave him out: the old man would begin to grow agitated, look helplessly about him, try to smile with his crooked, toothless mouth; he wanted to show that the food was not important to him, that he was all right as he was, but in the depths of his eyes, in the fold of his mouth, in his extended imploring arms could be felt such pleading, this smile, produced with such difficulty, was so pitiful, that the jokes were forgotten and Old Shloyme received his portion.


Thus did he live in his corner – ate and slept, and in summer also warmed himself in the blaze of the sun. He had, it appeared, long ago lost the ability to understand anything. His son’s business activities, the events of the household, did not interest him. Indifferently he gazed at all that occurred, and there merely stirred within him the fear that his grandson might see that he had a dried-up piece of gingerbread hidden under his pillow. Never did anyone speak to Shloyme, seek his advice, ask him to help them. And Shloyme was very pleased when, after supper one day, his son came over to him and loudly shouted in his ear, ‘Papasha, we’re being evicted from here, evicted, do you hear, kicked out!’ The son’s voice trembled, his face was contorted as by pain. Shloyme slowly raised his faded eyes, looked about him, took something in with difficulty, wrapped himself more tightly in his grease-stained frock-coat, made no reply and plodded off to bed.

From that day on Shloyme began to notice that something was wrong in the house. His son was downcast, neglected his business, sometimes wept and looked furtively at his chewing father. His grandson stopped attending the grammar school. His daughter-in-law shouted in a shrill voice, wrung her hands, pressed her boy to her and wept, wept bitterly, hysterically.

Now Shloyme had an occupation – he looked and tried to understand what was happening. Troubled thoughts stirred within his long-inactive brain. ‘They’re being kicked out of here!’ Shloyme knew why they were being kicked out. But why, he couldn’t leave! He was eighty-six, he wanted to keep warm. Outside it was cold, damp … No, Shloyme was not going anywhere. He had nowhere to go, nowhere at all. Shloyme hid in his corner and he wanted to embrace the shaky wooden bed, stroke the stove, the dear, warm stove that was as old as he was. He had grown up here, lived his poor, cheerless life here and wanted his old bones to rest in the small home cemetery. In the moments when he had such thoughts, Shloyme grew unnaturally animated, went to his son, tried to tell him many things, excitedly, to tender some advice, but … it was so long since he had talked to anyone, or given advice to anyone about anything. And the words would freeze in his toothless mouth, the hand which he had raised would fall, helplessly. Shloyme shrivelled up, as if ashamed of his outburst, went back morosely to his corner and listened to what his son and daughter-in-law were talking about. His hearing was poor, but he picked up some of it, picked it up with fear, with horror. At such moments his son would sense fixed upon him the wild and heavy gaze of the old man who was being driven out of his mind and the pair of small eyes which with a cursed question were constantly guessing at something, trying to fathom something. On one occasion a word was spoken too loudly: the daughter-in-law had forgotten that Shloyme was not yet dead. And after this word a quiet, as-if-stifled wail was heard. It came from Old Shloyme. With faltering steps, dirty and tousled, he slowly crept over to his son, seized him by the hands, stroked them, kissed them, without removing his inflamed gaze from his son, shook his head several times and for the first time in many, many years a tear rolled from his eyes. He said nothing more. With difficulty he got up off his knees, wiped the tears away with a bony hand, for some reason shook the dust off his frock-coat and made his way back to his corner, where the warm stove was … Shloyme wanted to warm himself. He was cold.

From that time on, Shloyme did not think of anything else. He knew one thing: his son wanted to go away from his people, to a new God. The old, forgotten faith stirred within him. Shloyme had never been religious, seldom prayed and had earlier even been considered godless. But to go away, completely, to go away from one’s God, the God of a humiliated and suffering people – that he did not understand. Heavily the thoughts tossed and turned inside his head, slowly he pondered, but these words stood immutably, firmly, menacingly before him: ‘This must not be, must not be!’ And when Shloyme had grasped that the disaster was inevitable, that his son would not be able to endure, he said to himself, ‘Shloyme, Old Shloyme, what can you do now?’ Helplessly the old man looked around him, puckered his mouth sorrowfully, as children do, and tried to weep an old man’s bitter tears. They were not there, the relieving tears. And then, at that moment, when his heart had begun to sicken, when his mind had grasped the limitlessness of the disaster, then Shloyme cast a loving glance into his warm corner for the last time and decided that he was not going to be kicked out of here, never would he be kicked out. They would not let Old Shloyme eat the piece of dried-up gingerbread that was lying under his pillow. Well, so what? Shloyme would tell God of the wrong that was done to him here. After all, God existed, God would take him in. Of that Shloyme was convinced.

At night, trembling with cold, he got up out of his bed. Quietly, so as not to wake anyone, he lit a small kerosene lamp. Slowly, like the old man he was, moaning and shivering, he began to pull on his dirty clothes. Then he took a stool, a rope, which he had placed in readiness the evening before, and, faltering with weakness, clutching at the walls, went out into the street. Immediately he felt so cold … He trembled in all his body. Shloyme quickly secured the rope on a hook, stood up beside the door, put the stool in place, climbed up on to it, wound the rope around his thin, shaking neck, with a final effort pushed the stool away, had time with his dimmed eyes to survey the little town in which he had lived for sixty years without a break, and hung …

There was a strong wind, and soon the feeble body of Old Shloyme began to sway before the door of the house in which he had left a warm stove and the grease-stained Torah of his fathers.


Ilya Isaakovich
and Margarita Prokofyevna


Gershkovich came out of the police inspector’s office with a heavy heart. He had been told that if he did not leave Oryol on the first train he would be deported under guard. And to leave meant to lose business.


Briefcase in hand, thin and unhurried, he walked along the dark street. On the corner he was hailed by a tall female figure:

‘Want to come with me, dear?’

Gershkovich raised his eyebrows, looked at her through flashing spectacles, thought for a moment and answered reticently, ‘Yes.’

The woman took him by the arm. They walked round the corner.

‘Where will we go? To a hotel?’

‘I want to stay all night,’ replied Gershkovich, ‘at your place.’

‘That will cost you three roubles, Papasha.’

‘Two, ‘said Gershkovich.

‘It’s not worth my while, Papasha …’


After some argument, they settled on two and a half. They walked on.

The prostitute’s room was small, clean, with torn curtains and a pink lamp.

When they arrived, the woman took off her coat, unbuttoned her blouse … and winked.

‘Ugh,’ Gershkovich said with a wry face, ‘what foolishness.’

‘You’re angry, Papasha.’

She sat on his knees.


‘Touch wood,’ said Gershkovich. ‘I suppose you weigh about five poods?’ *

‘Four thirty.’

She gave him a long-drawn-out kiss on his greying cheek.


‘Ugh,’ Gershkovich said again, making a wry face, ‘I’m tired, I want to go to sleep.’

The prostitute stood up. Her face had become unpleasant.

‘Are you a Jew?’

He looked at her through his spectacles and replied: ‘No.’

‘Papasha,’ said the prostitute slowly, ‘this is going to cost you ten.’

He got up and walked to the door.

‘Five,’ said the woman.

Gershkovich turned back.

‘Make the bed for me,’ the Jew said wearily, took off his jacket and looked round for somewhere to hang it. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Margarita.’

‘Change the sheet, Margarita.’

The bed was a wide one, with a soft feather mattress.

Gershkovich slowly began to undress, took off his white socks, stretched his sweaty toes, locked the door, put the key under the pillow and lay down. Margarita, yawning a little, unhurriedly took off her clothes, squinting, squeezed out a pimple on her shoulder and began to plait her thin hair for the night.

‘What’s your name, Papasha?’

‘Eli. Elya Isaakovich.’

‘Are you in commerce?’


‘Our commerce …’ Gershkovich replied, vaguely.

Margarita blew out the night lamp and lay down …


‘Touch wood,’ said Gershkovich. ‘She’s been fattened up.’ Soon they fell asleep.


Next morning the sun’s bright light bathed the room. Gershkovich woke up, got dressed, went over to the window.


‘We have the sea, you have the fields,’ he said. ‘That’s good.’

‘Where are you from?’ asked Margarita.

‘Odessa,’ replied Gershkovich. ‘A first-rate town, a good town,’ and he smiled craftily.

‘I can see you find everywhere good,’ said Margarita.

‘That’s true,’ said Gershkovich. ‘It’s good wherever there are people.’

‘What a fool you are,’ said Margarita, sitting up a little in bed. ‘People are wicked.’

‘No,’ said Gershkovich, ‘people are good. They have been taught to think that they are wicked, and they have come to believe it.’

Margarita thought, then smiled.

‘You’re a funny one,’ she said slowly, and attentively she looked him over.

‘Turn away. I’m going to get dressed.’

After that they had breakfast, tea with ring-shaped rolls. Gershkovich taught Margarita how to spread butter on her bread and to put the sausage on top in a special way.

‘Try it, but I have to be off now.’

On his way out, Gershkovich said:

‘Take three roubles, Margarita. Believe me, there’s nowhere one can earn a copeck.’

‘You’re a miser, a miser. All right, give me three, then. Will you come back this evening?’

‘Yes.’

In the evening Gershkovich brought supper – herring, a bottle of beer, sausage, apples. Margarita was wearing a dark, shapeless dress. As they ate they talked.

‘One can’t get by on fifty roubles a month,’ said Margarita. ‘It’s such a lousy trade that one has to dress in cheap rags – and go without food. I pay fifteen for this room, remember that …’

‘With us in Odessa,’ Gershkovich replied after a moment’s thought, cutting the herring with effort into equal portions, ‘in the Moldavanka, you can have a room fit for a tsar for ten roubles.’

‘Remember that people push around in my room, one can’t avoid the drunks …’

‘Every person has his troubles,’ said Gershkovich, and he told her about his family, his unsteady business affairs, his son who had been called up for military service.

Margarita listened, her head on the table, and her face was attentive, quiet and thoughtful.

After supper, having taken off his jacket and wiped his spectacles thoroughly with a piece of cloth, he sat down at the little table and, moving the lamp towards him, began to write business letters. Margarita washed her hair.

Gershkovich wrote unhurriedly, attentively, raising his eyebrows, pondering from time to time, and, when he dipped his pen, never once forgot to shake off the excess ink.

His writing at an end, he made Margarita sit down on the copying book.

‘You are, touch wood, a lady of weight. Sit there for a bit, Margarita Prokofyevna, if you please.’

Gershkovich smiled, his spectacles flashed, and his eyes became brilliant, small, laughing.


The next day he left town. As he walked up and down the platform, a few minutes before the train was due to depart, Gershkovich observed Margarita coming quickly towards him with a little bundle in her hands. The bundle contained pies, and greasy stains from them had seeped through the paper.


Margarita’s face was red, pitiful, her bosom was agitated from quick walking.

‘Greetings to Odessa,’ she said, ‘greetings …’

‘Thank you,’ replied Gershkovich; he took the pies, raised his eyebrows, reflected on something for a moment and hunched his shoulders.

The third bell sounded. They stretched out their arms to each other.

‘Until we meet again, Margarita Prokofyevna.’

‘Until we meet again, Elya Isaakovich.’

Gershkovich got into the carriage. The train moved off.


Shabbos Nakhamu*


A story from the ‘Hershele’ cycle*


And the morning and the evening were the fifth day. And the morning and the evening were the sixth day.* On the sixth day – Friday evening – it is necessary to pray: having prayed, to stroll about the town in one’s Sabbath hat and come home in time for supper. At home the Jew drinks a glass of vodka – neither God nor the Talmud forbid him to drink two – eats his gefilte fish and his raisin kugel. After supper he becomes cheerful. He tells his wife stories, then sleeps, having closed one eye and opened his mouth. He sleeps, and Gapka in the kitchen hears music – as though from the town a blind fiddler has arrived, standing under the window and playing.


Thus it is with every Jew. But Hershele is not every Jew. Not for nothing has his fame spread over all Ostropol, all Berdichev, all Vilyuysk.*

Of six Fridays Hershele celebrated one. On the other evenings he and his family sat in darkness and cold. The children cried. His wife hurled reproaches. Each one of those reproaches was as heavy as a cobblestone. Hershele would reply in verse.

One day – we are told of such an incident – Hershele wanted to be provident. On a Wednesday he set off for the fair, in order to make some money for the Friday. Wherever there is a fair, there is a Pan.* Wherever there is a Pan, there ten Jews will be hanging about. From ten Jews you will not make three groschen. They all listened to Hershele’s jokes, but there was no one at home when it came to the reckoning.

His stomach as empty as a wind instrument, Hershele trudged home.

‘What have you earned?’ his wife asked him.

‘I have earned a life beyond the grave,’ he replied. ‘Both rich man and poor man promised me it.’

Hershele’s wife had only ten fingers. She bent each one of them in turn. Her voice rumbled like thunder in the mountains.

‘For every wife her husband is a man. Only mine thinks he can feed a wife on words. God grant that by New Year he should lose his tongue, his hands and his feet.’*

‘Amen,’ replied Hershele.

‘In every window candles are burning as though oak trees have been lighted in the houses. But in our house the candles are thin as matches, and the smoke from them is such that heaven itself feels sick. Everyone is baking white bread but my man has brought me firewood as wet as a pigtail that has just been washed …’

Hershele did not venture a single word in reply. Why throw logs on the fire when it is already burning brightly? That was the first thing. And what can one say in reply to a quarrelsome wife, when she is right? That was the second.

The time went by, and his wife grew tired of shouting.


Hershele left the room, lay down on the bed and began to think.


‘Should I not go to Rebbe Boruchl?’* he asked himself. (Everyone knew that Rebbe Boruchl suffered from black melancholy, and there was no better medicine for him than the words of Hershele.)

‘Should I not go to Rebbe Boruchl? The tsadik’s* beadles give me the bones, and keep the flesh for themselves. That is true. Flesh is better than bones, bones are better than air. Let us go to Rebbe Boruchl.’

Hershele rose and went to harness his horse. It looked at him sternly and sadly.

‘See here, Hershele,’ its eyes said, ‘you did not give me any oats yesterday, you did not give me any oats the day before yesterday, and today I have received nothing. If you do not give me oats tomorrow, I must start to think about my life.’

Hershele could not withstand the attentive look; he lowered his eyes and stroked the soft, horsey lips. Then he sighed so loudly that the horse grasped everything and he decided: ‘I will go on foot to Rebbe Boruchl.’

When Hershele set off, the sun stood high in the sky. A hot road ran away ahead. White oxen slowly pulled carts of fragrant hay. Muzhiks, dangling their legs, sat on the high loads and waved their long knouts. The sky was blue, and the knouts were black.

When he had gone a part of the way – some five versts – Hershele drew near to a forest. The sun was by now leaving its post. Gentle fires were kindling in the sky. Barefooted girls were driving cows in from pasture. Each of the cows had a swaying, rosy udder filled with milk.

In the forest Hershele was met by coolness, quiet twilight. The green leaves inclined towards one another, stroked one another with flat hands and, having whispered quietly in the heights, returned to their places, rustling and quivering.

Hershele did not heed their whispering. Playing inside his stomach was an orchestra as big as the ones at the balls in the house of Count Potocki.* A long road lay ahead of him. From the flanks of the earth a light darkness came hurrying, closed above Hershele’s head and fluttered about the earth. Immovable lanterns lit up in the heavens. The earth fell silent.

Night had fallen when Hershele walked up to the inn. There was a light in the small window. By the window in the dark room sat the proprietress Zelda, sewing swaddling clothes. Her belly was so big that she looked as though she were about to give birth to a team of three horses. Hershele looked at her small, red face with its blue eyes and greeted her.

‘May I rest at your inn for a bit, proprietress?’

‘You may.’

Hershele sat down. His nostrils swelled like a bellows. Hot fire flashed in the stove. In a large cauldron water boiled, splashing some snow-white curd dumplings with foam. In the golden bouillon rocked a plump chicken. From the oven came the smell of raisin cake.

Hershele sat on the bench, writhing like a woman in childbirth. In a single minute more plans had been born within his head than King Solomon had wives.

In the room it was quiet, the water boiled and the chicken rocked on the golden waves.

‘Where is your man, then, proprietress?’ asked Hershele.

‘My man has gone to see the Pan to pay him the money for the rent.’ The proprietress fell silent. Her childish eyes stared, open wide. Suddenly she said, ‘I sit here here at the window thinking. And I want to ask you a question, Mr Jew. I expect you travel much about the world, have studied with the rebbe and know about life. I have not studied with anyone. Tell me, Mr Jew, will Shabbos Nakhamu come to us soon?

‘Eh-heh,’ thought Hershele. ‘A nice little question. Every potato grows in God’s kitchen garden …’

‘I ask you, because my man promised, “When Shabbos Nakhamu comes we’ll go and stay with Mamasha. And I’ll buy you a dress and a new wig, and we’ll go and ask Rebbe Motale for a son to be born to us, and not a daughter” – all this when Shabbos Nakhamu comes. And I thought – is this a person from the other world?’

‘You are not mistaken, proprietress,’ Hershele replied. ‘God himself put those words on to your lips … You will have both a son and a daughter. I am Shabbos Nakhamu, proprietress.’

The swaddling clothes slipped down from Zelda’s knees. She got to her feet, and her little head bumped against the crossbeam, for Zelda was tall and plump, red and
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