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Writer Isaac Babel is known for two short-story collections: "The Odessa Tales" and "Red
Cavalry Stories." Both were banned when Babel disappeared into the gulag in 1939 and re-
emerged only during Khrushchev's thaw. The protagonist of the first book, the king of Odessa
gangsters Benya Krik, became instantly popular. Babel's romanticized portrayal of a type
known as a "thief-in-law" — a thief living by thieves' laws — had a broad appeal in Soviet
society, which after Stalinist repressions had become permeated with prison mentality
and imbued with prison slang.

"Red Cavalry" is a work of literary genius, but it remained only semi-legal in the late Soviet
era. Its famous 1966 staging by the Vakhtangov Theater presented a heroic, sanitized version,
stripped of its disturbing aspects. In any case, in Brezhnev's drab, workaday Soviet Union
the book seemed like ancient history, remote and irrelevant.

Now, suddenly, it reads like up-to-date news reports from Donetsk. "Red Cavalry" takes place
during the Polish campaign of 1919, and, with a few adjustments, the Poland in the book can
be substituted for today's Ukraine. Many Russians don't believe that Ukraine is a real nation,
and Poland back then was also a novel concept. Lenin saw it as a buffer separating Germany
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from him and his dream of worldwide revolution. For Putin, Ukraine is key to Russia's
dominance of the post-Soviet area and, eventually, the reconstitution of the Soviet Union.

Plenty of details in "Red Cavalry" echo the current conflict. Babel's characters refer to Poles as
"szlachta," or Polish noblemen, just as today's Russian propaganda talks of the Kiev junta.
Some Red cavalrymen were circus performers and entertainers in civilian life, just as today's
separatists include a Russian Civil War re-enactor and a man who worked seasonally as Santa
Claus. Babel mentions a Serb fighting the Poles and an American airplane strafing the Reds,
just as Russian media has highlighted the participation of foreigners in the current conflict.

Babel's admiration for tough men of action is palpable. They are cruel and ruthless and given
to gratuitous acts of violence, but they can be pure and gentle, too. They have an innate sense
of justice and, in any case, they're fighting for the right cause. This parallels the attitudes
of many pro-Putin Russian intellectuals. Nationalist writer Zakhar Prilepin even writes
vignettes about militiamen a la Babel for Komsomolskaya Pravda.

Since the late 19th century, Russia has swung between political and cultural radicalism
and deeply ingrained conservatism. Radical movements produced a splendid artistic
and literary avant-garde, but they also destroyed the Russian state and brought Lenin's
Bolsheviks to power.

In the 1930s, Stalin spearheaded a conservative reaction. The revolutionaries were shot,
lower-middle-class mores and moral attitudes reaffirmed, and many of the tsarist customs
and practices brought back, including a form of serfdom masquerading as collective farms.
Radicalism in the arts was also crushed, and Babel himself fell victim to the new tastes
in literature.

Russians seemed to have been permanently cowed, but apparently their radicalism was
merely dormant. The annexation of Crimea was a radical step, and it was instantly hailed
by most Russians.

We can't know how far radicalization will go and what forms it will take. It is unlikely,
however, to produce internationally renowned writers such as Babel and is doomed to be
recorded for posterity by the likes of Prilepin.

Alexei Bayer, a native Muscovite, lives in New York. His detective novel "Murder at the Dacha"
was published by Russian Life Books in 2013.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.

Original url:
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2014/09/28/reliving-red-cavalry-in-todays-ukraine-a39836


