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Бабичева Ю.Г. 
АГГПУ им. В.М. Шукшина, г. Бийск, Россия 

 

Bestiary code in the collection of short stories "Konarmiya" by I. 

Babel 
Аннотация. В статье исследуется бестиарный мир цикла новелл И.Э. Бабеля «Конармия». 

Репрезентируется художественная логика построения всего произведения через обращение к 

образам животного мира, являющимся частью мифологической космической модели. Анализ 

«бестиарного кода» позволяет выявить тенденцию постепенной деструкции всего 
разворачивающегося художественного пространства текста, что позволяет актуализировать 

идейно-художественный уровень произведения. 

Ключевые слова: мифологический бестиарий, культурный код, архетип, библейские мотивы. 

 

In the literature of the beginning of the XX century, in particular in the literature of the 20-30 

years, when, according to E.A. Balburov, the mythologizing tendency, perceived from the previous 

era of the "Silver age", was still alive, an increased interest of writers in the eternal questions of 

existence is actualized 4; p. 15. This, in fact, explains their frequent reference to biblical motives, 

mythologems, symbols and an attempt to interpret them for their own philosophical and artistic 

purposes. The creative heritage of I. E. Babel becomes very representative in this regard. His short-

story cycle "Konarmiya" ("Cavalry") is, perhaps, one of the brightest illustrations of the indicated 

literary and artistic situation of that time. 

A number of researchers (V.B. Shklovsky, Vyach. Polonsky) have repeatedly noted in this work 

direct or indirect references to the texts of Holy Scripture: open stylization for the biblical syllable, 

the biblical motive of changing day and night, the motive of fratricide [2; p. 491-496; 517-538]. 

In this context, the images of animals in the "Konarmia", which undoubtedly have biblical 

connotations, seem the least studied. A careful acquaintance with the literary text allows us to 

conclude that the zoomorphic principle in Babel's poetic system is large enough. 

As you know, in the mythological tradition, images of the animal world play a significant role. 

Some animal species are perceived in archaic culture as totemic ancestors of the human race and 

are considered cultural heroes who order the world, bring cultural traditions to people, and also 

patronize humanity. Thus, remnants of the totemic ideas of the ancient Slavs can be found in the 

image of the sulfur wolf, the assistant of the fabulous Ivan Tsarevich, as well as in Russian fairy 

tales about bears. Since primitive times, the motives of the animal world have been represented as 

a living expression of natural forces, a complex and inextricable connection between man and 

nature. 

In mythological cosmography animals are related to all three levels of the universe: birds-with 

the "upper" world, forest animals and domestic animals - with the "middle", terrestrial, reptiles 

and other chthonic animals symbolize the underground world. The artistic world of "Konarmia", 

in our opinion, is created by the writer according to the laws that go back to the cosmographic 

tradition, therefor the bestiary of this work obeys the logic of the mythological hierarchy and, 

apparently, the model of the animal world of "Konarmia" is isomorphic to the artistic model of the 

work in general. Thus, we believe that the reconstruction of the model of the "bestial world" will 

allow us to reveal the general laws of the artistic logic of "Konarmia". 

Images of animals are present in the text both directly (along with the characters) and indirectly 

(in the form of linguistic poetic means – various tropes). During the analysis, we identified the 

following images of the bestial world: a bee, a horse (stallion), a fish, a sheep, a cow, a peacock, 

a wolf, a lizard, a dog, a cat, a mouse, a fox, a chicken, a rooster, a butterfly, an eagle, a motley 

bird, a goose, a snake, a monkey, a crow, a wild boar, a cockroach, a locust, a hare. These animals 

are easily classified according to the mythological model of the world, the symbol of which is the 

world tree. The  "upper" level of the world is occupied by birds and flying insects (butterfly, bee) 

in contact with the divine spheres; the "middle" level is inhabited by animals and domestic animals; 
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the lower space is reserved for reptiles and so-called pest animals (cockroach, locust and mouse). 

But it is worth noting that Babel's model of the animal world is quite dynamic: almost every animal 

is able to move up or down a floor, depending on what function it performs and what symbol it 

becomes in the context of the bestial space of the work. 

In Babel's artistic system, the emphasis is on the ambivalence of images, which is consistent 

with the idea of the animal world, including in Christian culture. Animals could symbolize both 

good and evil at the same time, and there was no contradiction in this. Duality is one of the 

important features of mythology. Indeed, the animal was often presented as a source of evil. For 

example, in folklore, the possibility of comparing a person with an animal is often manifested to 

illustrate the negative qualities of a person (cunning as a fox). However, the actions of animals can 

also be a model of righteous behavior, an expression of the laws of nature and moral truths inherent 

in the cosmic order. In this regard, the figure of Pan Apolek, a Novograd painter and "the only 

apostle in the rushing somewhere bloody stream of life" is interesting in the "Konarmia" [5; p.220]. 

His image is indirectly correlated with the image of a cat ("Apolek in a pink bow and worn pink 

pants is swarming in his corner like a kind and graceful animal" [1; p. 41], which appears in the 

described situation as the hypostasis of an animal carrying good, an assistant to the sun [6; p. 166-

167]. In a different light (a harbinger of failures), the cat is presented when compared with Pan 

Robatsky ("Pan Robatsky ... yawned like a cat" [6; p. 42]), a "stern and gray, bony and eared" 

servant, foreshadowing that Apolek would "be beaten to death"[1; p. 41]. 

In Babel's poetic world, the images of the animal world are explicitly or implicitly correlated 

with human images and images of inanimate nature. This, in particular, shows their consistency. 

It is no coincidence that the image of a fish and a sheep over a dead human head, mentioned by 

the writer when describing the cemetery in Kozin, refers us to the biblical idea of the unity and 

reunification of the world of animals and man [1; p.70]. 

The laws of hierarchy of the bestial world are projected onto the human world: "lofty" animals 

are correlated with the images of Jews living in a special cultural space, different from the space 

of the cavalrymen. The cavalrymen, on the contrary, are likened to "low" animals. A vivid example 

of this is the image of the Jew Gedali (Gedaliah – "the Lord is great" [3; p. 156]), which is 

compared with the image of a motley bird and a rooster ("Gedali in a green coat was dozing against 

the wall like a colorful bird", "he <Gedali> fanned himself with cock feathers" [1; p. 52; 47]). The 

bird, as known, is the embodiment of the human and cosmic spirit and symbolizes wisdom [6; p. 

293; 295]. The fact that he is fanning himself with feathers is also not accidental. According to the 

mythical tradition, animal skins, their fur or feathers were symbols of a magical union with the 

forces of nature, in which they acted as patrons of their owners. The rooster, for example – is a 

symbol of the sun and spiritual rebirth, an attribute of St. Peter [6; pp. 275-276]. In this regard, it 

is interesting to note that in the Gedali’s stall all the cosmic energy, destroyed by the chaotic world 

of the cavalrymen, is concentrated: a stuffed eagle (a symbol of the sun and sky, overcoming evil 

[6; p. 256]) and a dead butterfly (an emblematic image of the soul and a symbol of immortality [6; 

p. 19]). 

The destruction of the cultural world of the Jews correlates with the destruction of the bestial 

world: "Jews in vests, with raised shoulders, stood at their doorsteps like skinned birds" [1; p. 103] 

(the short story "Ivany"); "she < the old Jewish woman> moved like a dog with a broken paw" [1; 

p. 90] (the short story "At St. Valens"). This contravenes the mythological tradition, in which 

animals were treated with great respect, believing that they were in closer contact with invisible 

cosmic forces than humans (in most mythologies, supernatural beings could turn into animals). 

Within the framework of the work, we meet with scenes of the brutal treatment with animals: 

"Scorched and torn, he < Prischepa> brought a cow out of the stall (in myths – a personification 

of Mother Earth, a symbol of mother's milk and cosmic forces that created the world [6; p. 161]), 

put a gun in her mouth and shot her. An abandoned foal sobbed in the stable" [1; p. 71]. It can be 

seen that the bestial world is directly projected onto the human world: the cow and her bull are 

clearly correlated with the images of mother and child. The maternal, feminine principle is the 

primary basis of everything that exists in the world. 
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But not only the feminine principle dies. In the short story "My First Goose" Lyutov is accepted 

into the ranks of "their own" after he brutally kills a goose. It is interesting that the geese sacrificed 

on the day of the winter solstice symbolized the returning sun, that is, in the Christian tradition – 

Christ [6; p. 69]. In the biblical metaphor, the goose is the messenger of the gods, the savior. After 

killing the animal, the hero, first of all, committed a metaphorical, symbolic murder of Christ, 

destroyed faith in himself: "A strict goose was wandering around the yard and serenely cleaning 

its feathers. I caught up with him and bent him to the ground, the goose's head cracked under my 

boot, cracked and flowed. <...> – God’s mother's soul! – I said, digging into the goose with a saber" 

[2; p. 136]. The swearing that followed after this act aggravates the hero's guilt. All the main 

shrines – the Lord God, the soul, the mother – were desecrated at that moment. 

The endowment of images of the living and inanimate world with zoomorphic features and 

attributes, as already noted, is a long-standing mythological tradition. The motive of werewolfism 

is closely intertwined with it: "he < Afonka> set fire to villages and shot Polish elders for 

harboring. We heard the echoes of this fierce single combat, the echoes of a lone wolf's thieves' 

attack on a community [1; p. 88]. The negative significance of the animal nature in a person is also 

indicated by the zoologization of the surnames of the cavalrymen: Konkin, Lyutov, General 

Pavlichenko, who was ordered to "deprive different people of life according to his discretion" [1; 

pp. 68-69], Tarakanych, etc. In the bestial-poetic plan, the "zoosems" isolated in the onomasticon 

"Konarmia" indicate the negative qualities of characters bearing names of this kind. The images 

of animals, including the "lofty" ones which correlate in the artistic world with the images of the 

cavalrymen and their associates, characteristic features with a minus sign come to the fore: "red 

eagles" [1; p. 31], "crow's madness in the eyes of Mrs. Eliza" [1; p. 30], "Afonka squeaked like a 

caught mouse" [1; p. 87] and others. 

In this regard, the image of a boar is interesting. In the short story "The Letter", Vasily 

Kurdyukov asks his mother to kill a boar and send him a parcel. The boar, as known, is most often 

interpreted as a primitive symbol of destructive, brute force, brazen aggression and tyranny [6; p. 

132]. Thus, the Red Army soldier, having absorbed the meat of this animal, becomes involved in 

the sphere of evil, which directly correlates with the deeds of the red warriors. It is not by chance 

that the leitmotive of death in "Konarmia" is realized through the images of warriors correlated 

with "low" animals: "On a clay dish lay a head copied from Pan Romuald. From his grinning 

mouth, the tiny body of a snake hung down, glittering with colorful scales" [1; p. 37] (the short 

story "Pan Apolek"). 

A horse (stallion) is a cross-cutting image of the bestiary world of the work. According to the 

Indo-European mythological tradition, the horse is the embodiment of the sun [6; p. 201]. This is 

the most revered and mythologized animal among many peoples. But, carrying a bright beginning, 

the horse is also a symbol of the chthonic forces of darkness. The image of the horse is associated 

with the theme of the path-road leading to death. In addition, the apocalyptic image of a red and 

pale horse with riders destroying the world clearly echoes the images of the Red Army (" ...he 

chases a heavy stallion after the brigade commander and puts two bullets in his eye" [1; p.28]). An 

episode from the short story "Letter" reveals the theme of the internal relationship of the horse 

soldier and the horse: "Write me a letter for my Stepka, whether he is alive or not... is he still being 

detected or has stopped, as well as about the scabies in his front legs, shod him or not? I ask... 

wash his front legs without fail with the soap that I left behind the images... and God will not 

leave" [1; p. 31]. In the song about the nightingale stallion Dzhigit, the fairy-tale motive of crossing 

from one sphere of existence to another is obvious: "The ascent was long, but the Dzhigit was a 

faithful horse. They arrived at the sky, and podesaul missed the fifth shtof. But the last shtof was 

left on the ground" [1; p. 54]. 

In "Konarmiya" you can find whole scenes associated with images of the animal world. In this 

respect, an interesting parable about a bee that did not want to sting Christ crucified on the cross. 

Afonka, who told it to Lyutov, declares that the bees must suffer the torments of war, because it is 

being waged for their benefit. The illogism of the judgments of the horse-breeder is emphasized 

already at the beginning of the short story itself: "they are < bees> tormented by warring armies. 
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There are no more bees in Volhynia. We have desecrated the hives" [1; p. 53]. The image of a bee 

is not accidental. The Holy Scripture contains a large number of references to it. The bee acts as a 

personification of the Holy Spirit; bee honey and the sting have long been a symbol of the grace 

and suffering of Jesus Christ [6; p. 298]. The barbaric destruction of beehives (in the biblical 

metaphor – churches) is directly related to the motive of desecration of shrines, the collapse of 

age-old foundations. In addition, the story of the marriage of Jesus and Deborah, told by Apolek, 

refers us to the image of the bee. Deborah in the Old Testament tradition was a prophetess, one of 

the "judges of Israel". Her name literally means "bee" [3; p. 188]. This parallel can be interpreted 

in two ways. On the one hand, in the context of the episode of the destruction of bee hives (the 

destruction of bees), that is, the feminine principle, generalized in the image of Deborah, means 

the death of all living things on earth (mother, woman gives birth to all living things). On the other 

hand, in the context of the semantics of the heroine's name, the marriage of Jesus and Deborah is 

an artistic embodiment of the long-standing mythological motive of the marriage of man and 

animal. 

As mentioned above, the images of animals relate not only to the images of people. The imprint 

of zoomorphism is also borne by the phenomena of inanimate nature. In particular, the moon in 

"Konarmiya" is associated with the image of a lizard ("the moon has risen over the pond, green as 

a lizard"). The lizard in its symbolism coincides with the image of the snake, which in the 

mythological tradition has the reputation of duality: it is an emblem of death, chaos and life at the 

same time. In addition, the image of a hare is very often associated with the moon, with which the 

wind jumping between the branches is compared in the "Konarmia" [1; p.118]. Such a comparison 

is not accidental. Correlating the moon with a chthonic creature – a lizard, a hare, Babel points to 

the union of the heavenly and earthly (underground) spheres, symbolizing the world order. In the 

artistic world of "Konarmia", zoomorphism is inherent even in such phenomena as dreams: "the 

dream ran like a wolf from a pack of villainous dogs" [1; p.81], "dreams jumped around me like 

kittens" [1; p. 43]. 

Thus, the animal world of the cycle of short stories by I. E. Babel represents the artistic logic 

of the construction of the entire work. The connections (visual and figurative-linguistic) that are 

found in "Konarmia" correlate animals with people and inanimate nature within the framework of 

a single world model, similar to the mythological cosmic model (world tree). In this regard, general 

mythological patterns become relevant for this work. The analysis of the "bestiary code" reveals 

the tendency of gradual degradation and destruction of the entire unfolding art space due to the 

consistent destruction of the constructive (positive) component of the animal world in general 

(generally ambivalent), representatives of the animal world and the "animal" (nature-related) part 

of man. 
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