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1934 ‘" BOOKS ABROAD _ (541]
imaginary world so complete, so “less as a work of art than as a piece of

vivid, that we begin to doubt the

ur everyday senses.

Kafka himself micht have enjoyed
the irony of the circumstances that
have now proscribed his® books in
Germany, He is not only the most
inventive and the most profound of
the. younger German writers; he 18
also possibly the best German prose
51'_\'55'51. since Nietzsche, A E_IL,'-I_IL'_JI. deal of
the charm of this style survives in
Mr. and Mrs. Muir's brilliant transla-
tions. 1t would be tragic if, proscribed
by politicians in his own country,
Kafka's work met with apathy in
England. There are still two long
gorical novels to be translated—
Trial and America—as well as a
considerable number of short stories
and sketches. It is to’ be hoped, too,
that some of his letters will be given
to the public, and that in due course

there will be a sufficiently large num-,

ber of readers to ensure that all these
works appear in English.

Der zwerre Tac. By Ilya Ebrenburg.
_;”-?':.' e .“l ;:-'E.'Fi'-. ,l" !"’i ?'jﬁg. fg»?__?- ¥
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(Klaus Mann in the Neuz ¥elthiibre, Prague)

LYA EHRENBURG’S great novel
about ' Russian youth will find
enthusiastic readers in every country.
With supple literary skill and mature
sovereign knowledge, he gives us a
lively picture of a sphere that we often
recard with hope and always with
passionate interest. How do the young
people in Soviet Russia live? Ehren-
burg answers this question. He an-

swers us brightly, explicitly, com-.

pletely, as a journalist of the first
water using an epic medium. The
nature of his material assures him of
our clos¢ attention: we judge. his book

-

-7

reporting.

Ehrenburg the artist deserves re-
spectful recognition: he does a good
job though he never quite fascinates
us. His inclination toward the conven-
tional is undeniable. He lacks the
creative power and skill of certain

» young Americans, notably Dos Passos

and Thomas Wolfe, although one fecls
his ambition to be ndmbered with
them in world literature. His tech-
nique is bourgeois. This seems para-
doxical, but as an artist he is hardly
radical. His new novel seems to begin
as a book without a hero. The hero, it
appears at the start, is the mass and
the ‘work” in which it is engaged. The
‘work,” seen as a whole, 1s socialist
construction, the Five-year Plan, and
the plans that come afterward—in
this case, the construction of a ‘giant’
in the heart of Asia.

The hero of the book, so it seems, is
the blast furnace, the machine, the
iron itself. In the coufse of a clever and
systematically constructed narrative,
this anonymous structure becomes a
background of pathos against which
the whole “human’ problem of the
collective is depicted in tremendously
generalized terms. As in a bourgeois,
“sentimental” novel, from which Ehren-
burg borrows more than one might
imagine and more than he himself
lets one realize, the theme deals with
the classic triangle of two young men
and a girl. The two young men repre-
sent two types. Kolka is the young
Soviet citizen as he ought to be—
optimistic, fond of action, warm-
hearted, undisturbed by personal prob-
lems. -But Volodya has the curse of
Europe on him. He is all doubt, in-
decision, hopeless refinement. His
character, racked by melancholy pride
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and a biting skepticism, is so incapable;,

of living that he is finally forced to

announce with bitter pride, ‘Perhaps.

I am a rascal from the social stand-
point.’ =

Between the two stands Irina, the
girl. First we find her in love with
Volodya, who, at once a sadist and a
masochist because of the hard com-
plexity of his nature, rebuffs her and
finally loses her. She turns to Kolka to
whom she really belongs because he is
strong, good, healthy, and warm-
hearted, because he represents the
future. Volodya hangs himself, and, if
the author in describing his noble but
defeated figure makes any attempt to
display justice or sympathy, he also
reveals his significant, almost brutal
bias against the complicated, doomed
character who comes to a catastrophic
end. Volodya must die. That is clear
from the start, and when it finally
happens hardly a word is wasted over
the incident. We are not once told how
Irina reacts to his death, though she is
the only one who ever loved him. But
now she has Kolka and life.

There is a philosophy latent in this
cold attitude toward personal catas-
trophe. Throughout the entire book
polemics continue against the doom

that Volodya faces. His arguments, .

his contempt, his despair are por-
trayed with such bitter eloquence that
one feels that these protests come not
only from the heart of poor Volodya,
but that the author has known them,
too, though of course he has almost
overcome them. But perhaps he is not
yet so completely free from them as he
might be and as he would like to have
us believe he is. Perhaps the obvious
coldness with which he finally turns
away from the character of Volodya
is the gesture of a man who is con-

cealing his own emotions, The author
has said too many malicious, clever
things against his second, dark hero,
against the machine fetishism of this
new younger generation, against the
offensive primitiveness that knows but

one cult,—work at the machine,—

that works as hard at the smelting
ovens as people once did chasing after
the girls or praying to God. Yes, he
was almost embittered to death, ‘not
by the gruesomeness of the revolution,
but by its senselessness.” It was high
time for him to fall victim, this arro-
gant, contemptuous, profoundly la-
mentable Volodya.

In colossal contrast to him stands
the entire fullness of a life enthusiasti-
cally devoted to labor. The contrast
shines in every color: it has tremen-
dous scope. Not only are people work-
ing incredibly hard here, they are also
herded; harassed, and secretly. loved,
although in an embarrassed, awkward
way that says as little as possible
about emotions. But in the finest,
most beautiful case, the case of Kolka
and Irina for insrance, the emotion is
no -less strong for that reason, and
Irina makes this beautiful statement,
‘Man can love to-day, and he can love
even better than before. Life is so
hard, so tense, so tremendous to-day
that love grows, too.’

People keep saying, ‘Men live as
they did in the War,’ or, ‘It is like the
front.” And people keep talking with a
grim kind of pride about the ‘wild
hardness’ of a hife spent on the ‘work’
for socialist construction. But it is also
a gay picture and in the descriptions of
innumerable secondary characters Ilya
Ehrenburg's literary talent and hu-
man experience reveal themselves at
their best. Never before has he at-
tained such heights as he does in the
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The author does not confine himself
to [-:']11'.5'5\'5: black and white descrip-
tions with the good people all one color
and the ¢ Life is differ-
entia society.
Infinitely varied types, f: and
careers are sketched in'such a way
that they remain nl:x- with us. There
is .one old fellow, crude of
speech but with affectionate eyes who
I'his lifeis like a page out of the
irchives.,! Then there are-the

vl-like librarian consumed with love
for hr boolay the dentmbentsl little
school u-.:chcr who had lost her most

11.1[*.

- 1 1
1'![ ['Ill another,
ted even in a collectve

R SN S e, . g g e b

1ces,

splendid

S

says,
l". v

i

L,

b=
i
i
5

i

[543]

precious P pils, the foreign visitor w,
most of them grotesque, the shock
brigaders and the ‘:1r_'l;:_rs and the
great mathematician, who is g:"':a
spect cial rations ]J‘{ I\luttm‘-’ but t."
no note of 1t as he sits immersed in the
secrets of his labors. Each one has his
own preferences, desires, yearnings,
and L'il?-x}‘!l"-f}!nt]".ICHT‘j. All of them
have one purpose—they must work.
And if anyene falls'l by the wayside no-
body sheds a tear, 'he work goes on.

What enthusiastic belief in mater
alism, belief that from our life here on
earth somcthing more reasonable can
be ertcd and that it pays to put
one’s self to inconvenience and to lead
a h: “'Lf life. How many doubts there.
are in such beliefs and what tragedies
follow these forbidden doubts. We
often regard it wi*h enthusiasm as
Kolka, sometimes with dg;pgir and
anxiety as \.uin:,td}'ﬂ. but always with
respect and lively sympathy.
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