by the waters of babylon answer key

By the Waters of Babylon Answer Key is a valuable resource for educators and
students alike, providing insights into the themes, characters, and plot of
the short story by Stephen Vincent Benét. This story is a poignant
exploration of knowledge, civilization, and the consequences that can arise
from humanity's pursuit of enlightenment. Understanding the nuances of the
text can enhance comprehension and facilitate discussion. In this article, we
will delve into the key elements of "By the Waters of Babylon," offering an
answer key that can aid in the analysis and interpretation of the story.

Overview of "By the Waters of Babylon"

"By the Waters of Babylon" is set in a post-apocalyptic world where
civilization has collapsed, and the remnants of a once-great society are
shrouded in mystery. The narrative is conveyed through the eyes of John, a
young man from the Hill People who embarks on a journey to the Dead Places, a
forbidden area where the remnants of the past lie. The story draws its title
from Psalm 137, which speaks of the sorrow of the Israelites during their
Babylonian exile.

Plot Summary

The plot unfolds as follows:

1. Introduction: The protagonist, John, introduces the reader to his world,
characterized by a primitive society that reveres the past yet fears it.

2. The Journey Begins: John feels compelled to explore the Dead Places, a
site of great curiosity and danger. He believes that knowledge is essential
for his people’s future.

3. Discovery of the City: John discovers a ruined city filled with remnants
of a lost civilization. He encounters strange artifacts and the “great gods”
of the past, realizing that they were actually humans.

4. Revelation and Return: John's journey culminates in a profound revelation
about knowledge, power, and the cyclical nature of civilization. He returns
to his people with newfound wisdom.

Key Themes

Several themes emerge from the story, each contributing to its depth and
complexity:

- Knowledge and Ignorance: The pursuit of knowledge is a double-edged sword.
John’s journey illustrates the importance of understanding the past while



cautioning against the hubris that can accompany enlightenment.

- Civilization and Decay: The story reflects on the rise and fall of
civilizations, emphasizing that even the greatest societies can crumble.

- Fear of the Unknown: The Hill People’s fear of the Dead Places symbolizes
humanity's apprehension toward the unknown and the lessons that history can
teach.

- Identity and Self-Discovery: John's journey is not only a physical
exploration but also a metaphorical quest for self-identity and understanding
one’s place in the world.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "By the Waters of Babylon" is crucial for
grasping the story's messages.

John

- Role: The protagonist and narrator of the story.

- Traits: Curious, brave, and introspective, John embodies the tension
between fear and the desire for knowledge.

- Development: Throughout the narrative, John evolves from a naive boy to a
wise young man who comprehends the implications of his discoveries.

The Hill People

- Role: John’s tribe, representing a primitive society that fears the past.

- Characteristics: Superstitious and wary of the Dead Places, they embody the
theme of ignorance and the fear of knowledge.

- Significance: Their beliefs contrast sharply with John's journey,
highlighting the struggle between tradition and progress.

The "Gods" of the Past

- Role: The remnants of humanity that John discovers in the ruins.

- Traits: Initially perceived as divine, they are revealed to be flawed human
beings who once held power.

- Implications: Their discovery serves as a critical turning point for John,
reinforcing the idea that greatness is ephemeral.



Discussion Questions and Answers

To facilitate a deeper understanding of the text, here are some discussion
questions along with suggested answers:

1. What is the significance of the title "By the Waters of Babylon"?

- The title evokes themes of exile and reflection, resonating with the
biblical context of loss and longing for a lost civilization. It sets the
stage for John's exploration of the remnants of humanity.

2. How does John’s view of the Dead Places change throughout the story?

- Initially, John views the Dead Places with fear and reverence. However, his
exploration leads to a transformation in perspective, as he comes to
understand the ruins as symbols of both knowledge and human fallibility.

3. What role does fear play in the lives of the Hill People?

- Fear is a dominant force that shapes the Hill People’s beliefs and actions.
Their apprehension of the Dead Places prevents them from seeking knowledge
and understanding, ultimately hindering their progress.

4. In what ways does the story comment on the cyclical nature of
civilization?

- The narrative suggests that civilizations rise and fall in a cyclical
pattern. John's realization of the past's impact on the present illustrates
that knowledge is vital to avoid repeating the mistakes of previous
societies.

5. What does John’s journey symbolize in a broader context?

- John's journey symbolizes the human quest for knowledge and understanding.
It reflects the struggle between the desire to uncover truths and the fear of
what those truths may reveal.

Literary Devices

Stephen Vincent Benét employs several literary devices to enhance the
storytelling:

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the ruins and John’s surroundings create a
stark contrast between the past and present.

- Symbolism: The Dead Places symbolize both the opportunity for knowledge and
the dangers of forgetting history.

- Foreshadowing: Early hints in the narrative hint at the profound
discoveries John will make, building anticipation for the reader.



Conclusion

By the Waters of Babylon Answer Key serves as an essential tool for anyone
studying Benét's compelling narrative. By exploring the themes, characters,
and literary devices employed in the story, readers can deepen their
understanding and appreciation of its complexities. The journey of John not
only reflects a personal quest for knowledge but also serves as a cautionary
tale about the responsibilities that come with enlightenment. As we reflect
on the lessons embedded within this timeless tale, we are reminded of the
importance of learning from the past to shape a better future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'By the Waters of
Babylon'?

The main theme is the conflict between knowledge and ignorance, as well as
the consequences of technological advancement.

Who is the protagonist in 'By the Waters of
Babylon'?

The protagonist is John, a young priest and the son of a priest.

What does the title 'By the Waters of Babylon' refer
to?

The title refers to a biblical allusion, specifically to Psalm 137, which
speaks of the Israelites' exile in Babylon.

What is forbidden in the society depicted in 'By the
Waters of Babylon'?

It is forbidden to travel east of the Great River and to explore the 'Dead
Places' or ruins of the past.

What realization does John come to at the end of the
story?

John realizes that the 'gods' of the past were actually humans, and he
understands the importance of knowledge and learning from history.



How does John's journey symbolize a rite of passage?

John's journey symbolizes a rite of passage as he transitions from ignorance
to knowledge, facing fears and gaining wisdom.

What societal structure is depicted in 'By the
Waters of Babylon'?

The society is structured around strict rules and taboos, with a focus on
religious beliefs and the preservation of knowledge.

What message does 'By the Waters of Babylon' convey
about the past?

The story conveys that the past holds valuable lessons and that ignoring
history can lead to repeating mistakes.
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