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Gilels, Boris Goldstein, and Mikhail Fikhtengolts, after Babel’s de-
parture from the city.*? “Zagursky ran a factory of child prodigies,
a factory of Jewish dwarves in lace collars and patent-leather shoes.
He sought them out in the slums of the Moldavanka and in the
evil-smelling courtyards of the Old Market. Zagursky would pro-
vide early instruction, after which children would be sent to Profes-
sor Auer’s in St. Petersburg. In the souls of these tiny runts with
swollen blue heads there dwelt a powerful harmony. They became
celebrated virtuosi.”*

Even more remarkable was the success of some scions of the
Pale in the world of visual arts (for which there was no Jewish tradi-
tion). Because Jewish bankers became prominent as art patrons,
Jewish faces became prominent on Russian portraits (including
some of the most canonical ones by Valentin Serov, himself the son
of a Jewish mother). But much more prominent in every way were
Jewish artists, or rather Russian artists of Jewish origin. Leonid
Pasternak from Odessa ranked with Serov as one of Russia’s most
admired portraitists; Léon Bakst (Lev Rozenberg, from Grodno)
was the premier Russian stage designer; Mark Antokolsky from
Vilna was acclaimed as the greatest Russian sculptor of the nine-
teenth century; and Isaak Levitan from Kibartai in Lithuania be-
came the most beloved of all Russian landscape painters (and still
is). The Kiev and Vitebsk prerevolutionary art schools produced at
least as many celebrated artists as Odessa did musicians (Marc Cha-
gall, Iosif Chaikov, Ilya Chashnik, El Lissitzky, Abraham Manievich,
Solomon Nikritin, Isaak Rabinovich, Issachar Rybak, Nisson Shi-
frin, Alexander Tyshler, Solomon Yudovin). Meanwhile, Odessa
produced almost as many artists (including Boris Anisfeld, Isaak
Brodsky, Osip Braz, and Savely Sorin, in addition to Pasternak) as
it did musicians (or poets). And this not counting Natan Altman
from Vinnitsa, Chaim Soutine from Minsk, or David Shterenberg
from Zhitomir. All of these artists and musicians had to deal with
anti-Jewish laws and sentiments, and some of them left the Russian
Empire for good. But probably most of them would have agreed
with the critic Abram Efros, who said, referring to Shterenberg,
that the best thing to do was “to be born in Zhitomir, study in
Paris, and become an artist in Moscow.” The Russian fin de siécle—
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literary as well as artistic—is as difficult to imagine without the

refugees from the “ghetto” as are its German, Polish, or Hungarian
counterparts.®

Before one could become a Russian artist, however, one had to
b‘ccomc Russian. As elsewhere in Europe, the Jewish success in Rus-
sxe}n .busincss, the professions, and the arts (often in that order
w-lthm one family) was accompanied by a mastery of the national
high culture and an cager conversion to the Pushkin faith. In St
Pctcrsburg, the proportion of Jews who spoke Russian as their na:
tive language increased from 2 percent in 1869 to 13 percent in
'1881, to 29 percent in 1890, to 37 percent in 1900, to 42 percent
in 19%0 (during the same period, the share of Estonian-speaking
Estonians grew from 75 to 86 percent, and Polish-speaking Poles
from 78 to 94 percent). Jewish youths learned Russian by thcm-’
selves, in schools, from tutors hired by their parents, from mentors
t.hcy met in youth circles, and, in wealthy families, from their Rus-
sian n:fmnics, who would, in later recollections, become copies of
Pusbkm’s Arina Rodionovna. Lev Deich’s father, for example, was
a military contractor who made his fortune during the Cril;mcan
War,.pcrformcd Jewish rituals “for business purposes,” had learned
Russian by himself, spoke it “without an accent, and in appear-
ance—a broad flat beard, a suit, etc.—looked like a perfectly cul-
tu‘rcd person, a Great-Russian or even a European entrepreneur.”
Hls son, the famous revolutionary, had a Polish governess, a “tutor
in general subjects,” and, as a small child, a Russian nanny “with
pleasant features” whom “we children loved very much, both for
her kind, friendly nature and especially for the wonderful folkrales
she told us.” Having graduated from a Russian gymnasium in Kiev.
h.c became a populist (a socialist millenarian by way of Russian na-’
t‘xonalism) who believed that “as soon as Jews began to speak Rus-
sian, they would, just as we had, become ‘people in general,’ ‘cos-
mopolites.” ” Many of them did.%
Meanwhile, the students at the Vilna and Zhitomir rabbinical
scminarics (after 1873, teacher training colleges) were being con-
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verted to the religion of the Russian language even as they were
being taught to be experts on things Jewish. Joshua Steinberg, the
renowned Hebrew scholar who taught at Vilna to a mostly skeptical
audience, had learned Russian, according to Hirsz Abramowicz,
“from the Synodical translation of the Bible, and throughout his
life he used its archaic sentence structure and distinctive biblical
expressions when he spoke.” He spoke it with “traces of a Jewish
accent,” but he spoke it (and apparently nothing else) with his
family and in his classes, where students spent the bulk of their
time translating the texts of Isaiah and Jeremiah into Russian and
then back into Hebrew. The idea was to teach Hebrew, but the
main result was to make Russian available to countless heder-
educated youngsters, the majority of whom never enrolled in the
seminary (while the majority of those who did never meant to be-
come rabbis). In the words of Abramowicz, “many of these impov-
erished young autodidacts learned Russian from his Hebrew-
Russian and Russian-Hebrew dictionaries and from his grammar
of the Hebrew language, written in Russian, of which they often
memorized entire pages.”¢

Young Jews were not just learning Russian the same way they
were learning Hebrew: they were learning Russian in order to re-
place Hebrew, as well as Yiddish, for good. Like German, Polish, or
Hungarian in other high-culture areas, Russian had become the
Hebrew of the secular world. As Abram Mutnikovich, a Bund theo-
rist, put it: “Russia, the wonderful country. . . . Russia, which gave
mankind such a poet of genius as Pushkin. The land of Tolstoy. . . .”
Jabotinsky did not approve of the confusion of “Russian culture”
with “the Russian world” (including its “dreariness and philistin-
ism”), but then Jabotinsky, unlike Mutnikovich, spoke Russian as a
native language, and the particular confusion he was proposing (of
Jewish biblical culture with the Jewish world) was different from
the Russian kind only to the extent that it was not pret-a-porter
and went more naturally with Swann’s nose, or the Jewish “hump,”
as he called it. It was Abraham Cahan, the future New York journal-
ist, who seemed to speak for most Jewish youngsters in the Pale
when he described his most fateful experience growing up in Vilna
in the 1870s: “My interest in Hebrew evaporated. My burning am-
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bition became to learn Russian and thus to become an educated
person.” At about the same time, in the Bialystok Realschule, the
future “Dr. Esperanto” was writing a Russian tragedy in five acts.”’

Russian was the language of true knowledge and of “the striving
for freedom” (as the populist terrorist and Siberian ethnographer
Vladmir Iokheleson put it). It was a language, as opposed to the
“words composed of unknown noises”—“a language, and thus
something rooted and self-assured.” Osip Mandelstam’s mother
had been saved by Pushkin: she “loved to speak and rejoiced in the
rootedness and the sound of Great-Russian speech, slightly impov-
erished by intelligentsia conventions. Was she not the first in her
family to master the clear and pure Russian sounds?” His father, on
the other hand, had barely emerged from “the Talmudic thicket”
and thus “had no language at all: just a kind of tongue-tiedness and
tonguelessness. It was a completely abstract, invented language; the
ornate and convoluted speech of an autodidact, in which ordinary
words are intertwined with the ancient philosophical terms from
Herder, Leibniz, and Spinoza; the overwrought syntax of a Tal-
mudist; the artificial sentence not always spoken to the end—what-
ever it was, it was not a language, either Russian or German.”
Learning how to speak proper Russian (or, for the previous genera-
tion, German) meant learning how to speak. Abraham Cahan, who
was about the same age as Mandelstam’s father, remembered the
thrill of becoming articulate: “I felt the Russian language was be-
coming my own, that I was speaking it fluently. I loved it.”*

A true conversion to a modern nationalism—and thus world citi-
zenship—could be accomplished only through reading. Speaking
was a-key to reading; reading was a key to everything else. When
F. A. Moreinis-Muratova, the future regicide raised in a very
wealthy traditional household, read her first Russian book, she “felt
like somebody who lived underground and suddenly saw a beam of
bright light.” All early Soviet memoirs (Moreinis-Muratova’s was
written in 1926) travel from darkness to light, and most describe
revelation through reading. The Jewish ones (Soviet as well as non-
Soviet and native as well as nonnative speakers of Russian) are re-
markable for their explicit emphasis on language, on learning new
wortds as a fundamental way of “striving for freedom.” The Jewish
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tradition of emancipation through reading had been extended to
the emancipation from the Jewish tradition.*

In Babel’s “Childhood. At Grandmother’s,” the little narrator
did his studying under his grandmother’s watchful eye.

Grandmother would not interrupt me, God forbid. Her tension, her
reverence for my work would make her face look foolish. Her eyes—
round, yellow, transparent—would never leave me. Whenever I
turned a page, they would slowly follow my hand. Anyone else would
have found her relentlessly observant, unblinking gaze very hard to
take, but I was used to it.

Then Grandmother would listen to me recite my lessons. It must
be said that she spoke Russian poorly, mangling words in her own
peculiar way, mixing Russian with Polish and Yiddish ones. She was
not literate in Russian, of course, and would hold the book upside
down. But this did not prevent me from reciting the lesson to her
from beginning to end. Grandmother would listen, understanding
none of it, but the music of the words was sweet to her, she was in awe
of learning, believed me, believed in me, and wanted me to become a
-“big man”—that was her name for a rich man.*

The boy in the story was reading Turgenev’s “First Love.” And
because Turgenev’s “First Love” was the boy’s first love, Babel’s
“First Love” was a version of Turgenev’s, except that the boy was
even younger. The woman he loved was named Galina Apollonovna
(daughter of Apollo), and she was happily married to a young officer
who had just returned from the Russo-Japanese war.

She couid not take her eyes off her husband because she had not seen
him for a year and a half, but I dreaded that look and kept turning
away and trembling. In the two of them, I saw the wonderful and
shameful life of all the people in the world. I wanted to fall into a
magic sleep so that I could forget about this life that exceeded all my
dreams. Galina Apollonovna used to walk around the room with her
hair down, wearing red slippers and a Chinese robe. Beneath the lace
of her low-cut gown one could see the hollow between the top parts
of her white, heavy, swollen breasts. Her robe was embroidered with
pink silk dragons, birds, and trees with gnarled trunks.*
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Before he could partake of the “wonderful and shameful life of
all the people in the world,” however, he had to overcome his
tonguelessness: the violent, throat-stopping hiccups that came
upon him the day his grandfather was murdered, his father humili-
ated, and his doves smashed against his temple—the day he felt such
“bitter, ardent, and hopeless” love for Galina Apollonovna.

That first victory—over the “tongue-tiedness and tongt'lclcss-
ness,” Turgenev’s “First Love,” and the “Russian boxs with fat
cheeks”—always came in due course, usually at a gymnasium exam.
In a kind of ecstatic Russian bar mitzvah, Jewish adolescents recited
specially selected sacred texts to mark their initiation into the won-
derful and shameful life of all the people in the world. Babel’s narra-
tor was examined by the teachers Karavaev and Piatnitsky. They
asked him about Peter the Great.

Everything I knew about Peter the Great I had memorized from Put-
sykovich’s textbook and Pushkin’s verses. 1 was reciting those verses
in a violent sob, when suddenly human faces came rolling into my
eyes and mixed themselves up like cards from a new deck. As they
were shuffling themselves in the back of my eyes, I shouted out Push-
kin’s stanzas with all my might, trembling, straightening up, hur-
rying. I kept shouting them for a long time, and no one interrupted
my demented muttering. Through a crimson blindness, through the
sense of freedom that had taken possession of me, all I could see was
Piatnitsky’s bent-down, old face, with its silver-streaked beard. He
did not interrupt me but merely said to Karavaev, who was rejoicing
for my sake and for Pushkin’s,

“What a people,” whispered the old man, “these little Jews of
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yours. There’s a devil in them.”

Perhaps by coincidence, Samuil Marshak, the famous Soviet chil-
dren’s writer, drew the same question at his exam. He, too, chose
3 ”
to recite Pushkin’s verses, possibly the same ones from “Poltava.

I inhaled as deeply as I could and began not too loudly, saving my
breath for the heat of battle. It seemed to me that I had never heard

my own voice before.



in tares of dawn the east is burning
Along the ridges, down the dales

The cannon growl. With purple churning
The smoke of salvos skyward sails

And drapes the slanting sun in veils.

I had read these verses and recited them by heart over and over again
at home, although no one had ever assigned them to me. But hcré,
in this large room, they sounded clearer and more joyous than ever.

I was looking at the people seated at the table, and it seemed to me
that, just as I did, they saw before them the smoke-covered battlefield,
the flames from the salvos, and Peter on his steed.

A war-steed presently is brought;
High-bred, but docile to his weight,
As if it sensed the touch of fate,
The charger shudders; eyes athwart,
It struts amid the dust of battle,
Proud of the hero in its saddle.

No one interrupted me; no one asked me to stop. Triumphant, 1
recited the victorious lines:

He bids the lords beneath his scepters,
Both Swede and Russian, to his tent;
And gaily mingling prey and captors
Lifts high his cup in compliment

To the good health of his “preceptors.”

I stopped. With Pushkin’s powerful help, I had defeated my indiffer-
ent examiners.®

Admitted to the life of all the people in the world, they had a
whole world to discover. And the world, as Galina Apollonovna’s
-obe suggested, contained dragons, birds, gnarled trees, and count-
ess other things that Apollonians called “nature.” “What is it that
rou lack?” asked the copper-shouldered and bronze-legged Efim
Nikitich Smolich of Babel’s bewildered little boy, who wrote trage-
lies and played the violin but did not know how to swim.

“Your youth is not the problem, it will pass with the years . . . What
you lack is a feeling for nature.”

He pointed with his stick at a tree with a reddish trunk and a low
crown.

“What kind of tree is that?”

I did not know.

“What’s growing on that bush?”

I did not know that, either. We were walking through the little
park next to Aleksandrovsky Avenue. The old man poked his stick at
every tree; he clutched my shoulder every time a bird flew by and
made me listen to the different calls. '

“What kind of bird is that singing?”

I was unable to reply. The names of trees and birds, their division
into species, the places birds fly to, where the sun rises, when the dew
is heaviest—all these things were unknown to me *

Babel was a city boy. Abraham Cahan’s autobiographical narrator,
who was born in a small shtetl in rural Lithuania, did not know the
names for daisies or dandelions.

I knew three flowers but not by their names. There was the round,
yellow, brushlike blossom that turned into a ball of fuzz that could
be blown into the wind. Its stem had a bitter taste. There was the
flower that had white petals around a yellow button center. And the
flower that looks like a dark red knob. When I grew older I learned
their Russian names and, in America, their English names. But in that
early time we didn’t even know their Yiddish names. We called all of
them “tchatchkalech,” playthings.*

This was not something Zagursky could fix. This called for Efim
Nikitich Smolich, the Russian man who had a “feeling for nature”
and could not stand the sight of splashing little boys being pulled
to the bottom of the sea by “the hydrophobia of their ancestors—
Spanish rabbis and Frankfurt money changers.”

In the athletic breast of this man there dwelt compassion for Jewish
boys. He presided over throngs of rickety runts. Nikitich would
gather them in the bug-filled hovels of the Moldavanka, take them
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to the sea, bury them in the sand, do exercises with them, dive with
them, teach them songs and, roasting in the direct rays of the
sun, tell them stories about fishermen and animals. Nikitich used to
tell the grown-ups that he was a natural philosopher. The Jewish
children would roll with laughter at his tales, squealing and snuggling
up to him like puppies. . . . I came to love that man with the love that
only a boy who suffers from hysteria and migraines can feel for an
athlete.*

Most Pale of Settlement Jews who entered Russian life had their
own mentors of things Apollonian, guides into neutral spaces, and
discoverers of “divine sparks.” Babel the narrator had Efim Nikitich
Smolich; Babel the writer had Maxim Gorky (to whom “The Story
of My Dovecot” is dedicated). Abraham Cahan had Vladmir Soko-
lov, “the model of what man would be like when the world would
turn socialist” and the person who introduced him, “on the basis
of equality,” to “officers, students, several older persons and even
a few ladies, most of them gentiles.” Moreinis-Muratova had her
parents’ tenant, a naval officer who gave her Russian books and once
took her to the theater to see an Ostrovsky play (which impressed
her so much she “thought of nothing else for several months”).
And the Yiddish poet Aron Kushnirov, along with so many others,
had World War 1.

It was so hard, but now it’s very easy,

It’s been so long, but I have not forgotten

The lessons I have learned from you, my tough old rabbi:
My sergeant major, Nikanor Ilyich!

Levitan had Chekhov; Bakst had Diaghilev; Leonid Pasternak
had Tolstoy; and Antokolsky and Marshak, among many others,
had Vladmir Stasov. Russian high culture was discovering the
“powerful harmony” in the souls of Jewish “runts” even as they
were discovering Russian high culture—as their first love. For Leo-
nid Pasternak, Tolstoy embodied “the principle of love for one’s
neighbor”; for the sculptor Naum Aronson, the commission to
make a bust of Tolstoy was tantamount to joining the elect. “I had
great hopes and ambitions but would never have aspired to sculpt
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the gods—for that is what Tolstoy was for me. Even to approach
him seemed blasphemous.”*

He did sculpt him, however, carving out his own place in eternity
as he did so. Osip Braz painted the likeness of Chekhov that became
the icon that every Russian grows up with. Marshak was to his gym-
nasium teachers what Peter the Great had been to his haughty
Swedish “preceptors.” And Isaak Levitan became the official inter-
preter of the Russian national landscape—and thus a true national
divinity in his own right.

Tolstoy was prepared to do his part. When Stasov told him about
the young Marshak’s great promise (of “something good, pure,
bright, and creative”), Tolstoy seemed doubtful: “Oh, these Wund-
erkinder!” As Stasov wrote to Marshak:

I feel the same way; I, too, have been disappointed before. But this
time I defended and shielded my new arrival, my new joy and consola-
tion! I told him that, to my way of thinking, there was a real golden
kernel here. And my LEO seemed to incline his powerful mane and
his regal eyes in my direction. And then I told him: “Do this for me,
for the sake of everything that is sacred, great, and precious; here,
take a look at this little portrait, which I have just received, and let
your gaze, by fixing on this young, vibrant little face, be a long-dis-
tance blessing for him!” And he did as I asked, and looked for a long

time at the tender face of a child / young man who is only beginning
to live

Not everyone could be anointed by a god, but there was no lack
of would-be godfathers and priests, as young Jewish men and
women continued to join the faith that most of them (including
Abraham Cahan in New York) would profess for the rest of their
lives. Babel’s life, like everybody else’s, began on Pushkin Street.

I stood there alone, clutching my watch, and suddenly, with a clarity
such as I had never experienced before, I saw the soaring columns of
the Duma, the illuminated foliage on the boulevard, and Pushkin’s
bronze head touched by a dim reflection of the moon. For the first

time in my life, I saw the world around me the way it really was:
serene and inexpressibly beautiful.*












































