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Israeli Children in a European Theater:
Amos Oz’s A Tale of Love and Darkness

and S. Yizhar’s Preliminaries
S H E I L A E . J E L E N

How can he know that he is actually sitting here inside a theater, that
tiny theater in which the greatest show on earth is being performed,
the spectacle of the birth of the new Jew in the new Land?1

In recent years, the premises of Israeli literary history, organized in large
part around questions of authors’ biographical relationships to the State
of Israel (whether the author was born in the Land of Israel or elsewhere,
before the establishment of the State or after), have been challenged in
discussions over tension in the formation of literary canons between cos-
mopolitanism and native Israeli authorial identity. For example, Esther
Raab, among the first ‘‘native’’ Israeli poets, whose parents were founding
pioneers of Petach Tikvah and who was born there in 1894, was valorized
for her ‘‘nativism.’’ Her landscape poetry, evoking the dry, white-hot real-
ity of the land of Israel was, until recently, read as a sign of her deep
connection to the land and was seen as an antidote to the poetry of her
European-born peers with its expressions of longing for an unattainable,
imagined landscape modeled on European standards of beauty. However,
even as Raab was viewed as more ‘‘indigenous’’ to the land, Raab’s Euro-
pean-born peers (Avraham Shlonsky, Natan Alterman, and Leah Gold-
berg), by virtue of their European modernist affiliations, were considered
(or considered themselves) superior stylists.2

Critics of late have worked to downplay the value of ‘‘nativisim’’ and
to play up the inherent cosmopolitanism in the work of writers who, hav-

1. S. Yizhar, Prelminaries, trans. Nicholas de Lange (New Milford: Toby
Press, 2007), 50. Future references will be to this edition unless otherwise noted.

2. Adriana Tatum, ‘‘Paris or Jerusalem: The Multilingualism of Esther Raab,’’
Prooftexts 26 (2006): 6–28.
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ing been born in Israel, were nevertheless born to European parents and
grew up in European enclaves, both linguistically and culturally. Adriana
Tatum, for example, points out that while Raab was born in Petach Tik-
vah, she was, in fact, surrounded by Russian, French, and German speak-
ers throughout her childhood and even spent several years studying
French at the Sorbonne in early adulthood. She lived, in Tatum’s view,
at a linguistic and cultural crossroads, singing, in Petach Tikvah, Psalms
set to the music of the Ukranian national anthem.

S. Yizhar, in Preliminaries (2007), and Amos Oz in A Tale of Love and
Darkness (2004), negotiate a similar tension, between pride over their role
as the first native-born representatives of an autonomous political identity
in a Jewish national homeland, and consciousness of cultural forces that
exceed a territorial nationalism. Narrated from the perspective of mature
writers at the end of their careers, each of these autobiographical novels
captures the breadth and the wonder of growing up in an overwhelming
psychic world which is the special territory of gifted, sensitive children,
but also in the tumultuous period of the new Yishuv on the threshold of
the birth of the State of Israel. In A Tale of Love and Darkness and Prelimi-
naries, Oz and Yizhar negotiate the countervailing powers of the self and
the nation, depicting their psychological development alongside the politi-
cal development of the State of Israel whose heavy mantle they were
forced, as the children of Zionist idealists (to a greater or lesser degree),
to bear. Implicit in each text is a profound awareness of the burdens
of growing up as a first-generation Israeli with spiritual and intellectual
leanings toward a kind of aesthetic and consciousness that cannot be con-
fined to a single landscape or a single language. Each of these writers,
reflecting on his position as a native-born ‘‘Eretz-Israeli’’ Jew to Eastern
European immigrants within an imminent Israeli landscape, plays with
the expectations heaped upon him—the embodiment of the Zionist
ideal—against a backdrop of longing (as in Yizhar’s case) or ambivalence
(as in Oz’s case) for broader, richer, and more culturally resonant Euro-
pean homelands left behind.

As Eran Kaplan argues of Oz: ‘‘He emerges from [A] Tale of Love and
Darkness as a native-born Israeli whose environment and cultural back-
ground were shaped as much by Jerusalem of the 1930s and 1940s as by
Europe of the previous century.’’3 Yet, as I hope to argue, while Yizhar
seeks to embrace the European aspects of his history that elude him, Oz
writes a fundamentally Zionist narrative that simultaneously valorizes its

3. Eran Kaplan, ‘‘Amos Oz’s A Tale of Love and Darkness and the Sabra Myth,’’
Jewish Social Studies n.s. 14.1 (2007): 120.
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Askhenzaic origins and holds its cultural manifestations at arm’s length.
Indeed, by Oz’s account, in an interview with the New Yorker’s David
Remnick, it is an unresolved longing for Europe—its culture, its vastness,
its familiarity—that undoes his mother, leading to her suicide at the age
of thirty-eight (Oz was twelve):

She died because, for her, Jerusalem was an exile. This climate and
environment and reality was alien. And she died because her hopes, if
she had any, that maybe a replica of her Europe could be built here,
without the bad aspects of the Diaspora Jewish shtetl, were apparently
refuted by the reality of the morning after.4

Although Kaplan argues that Oz deconstructs his own image as the pro-
totypical Sabra through his depiction of European landscapes and Euro-
pean sensibilities in A Tale of Love and Darkness, I would maintain that
Oz’s relationship to Europe, as expressed in the book, is profoundly
ambivalent. In the above quote, for example, he imagines that his mother
denounces the ‘‘bad aspects of the Diaspora Jewish shtetl,’’ articulating
the ‘‘Rejection of the Diaspora’’ ideology (shlilat ha-golah) that undergirds
so much of early Zionist thought. Yizhar’s Preliminaries, on the other
hand, is characterized by a quest for that which leads him beyond the
geographical and cultural boundaries of the New Yishuv and later the
State of Israel. In describing his home during childhood, he waxes poetic
about his mother singing:

Yiddish effusions that are incomprehensible apart from soulful longing,
the two rooms sparsely furnished but spotlessly clean, with lots of
cushions on the bed, little cushions piled on big cushions on the bed,
and on the walls pictures of her father and mother and brother and
sisters (Dovid, Hinde, Dvoirenyu) and her grandfather and great-
grandfather, all sitting calmly, with the forest behind them, the one,
real, famous, serene forest, the heavy black forest, with the most
respected members of the family sitting of course in the front row and
the others, also loved to tears, standing behind them, some with hats
and long beards, others bare headed and stylishly dressed.5

While the Yiddish effusions of his mother’s songs may be incomprehensi-
ble, they are emblematic of her yearning for the family members and the

4. David Remnick, ‘‘The Spirit Level: Amos Oz Writes the Story of Israel,’’
New Yorker, November 8, 2004, 82–95.

5. S. Yizhar, Prelminaries, 99.
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forests left behind. The child comprehends his mother’s longing and feels
great sympathy for it, developing his own variation on it, as the narrative
progresses.

Yizhar, the less well-known of the two authors in English reading cir-
cles but by far the better respected author among Hebrew literati, became
famous in 1958 with the publication of his monumental 1,143-page novel
Yeme ziklag (Days of Ziklag), which follows a group of soldiers fighting
in the 1948 war of independence through a seven-day maneuver in
the Negev as they experience, simultaneously, the monumental and
mundane aspects of warfare. Written in a particularly dense, stream-of-
consciousness style, Yeme ziklag has never been translated. With the
exception of Preliminaries, a collection of short stories titled Midnight Con-
voy,6 and a few short stories anthologized in various collections, his only
other work available in English is Hirbet Khizeh.7 Hirbet Khizeh, which
documents the expulsion of Palestinians from their village during the war
of independence, established Yizhar as an early voice of conscience in the
Israeli peace movement. From 1949 to 1966 he served as a representative
of the left-leaning Mapai party in the Israeli Knesset. From 1964, with
the publication of a collection of short stories (Sipure mishur), until 1992,
with the publication of Preliminaries in Hebrew, Yizhar taught in the
departments of education at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and at
Tel Aviv University and refrained from writing fiction, dedicating himself
primarily to the publication of essays on Zionism and its discontents.

Like Henry Roth’s belated return to letters after almost half a century
of silence with the publication of an autobiographical trilogy that was
meant to revisit the landscape of his monumental Call It Sleep, Yizhar too
returned to belles lettres after a long silence with a series of autobiograph-
ical novels. Unlike Roth, however, whose later novels were a not-so-suc-
cessful attempt to close a circle that was begun with his earlier one,
Yizhar’s later works (Tzalhavim [1993], Tsadadiyim [1996], Etsel ha-Yam
[1996], and Malcolmia Yefefiya [1998]), including Preliminaries [1992],
broke new ground by changing the subject but maintaining his distinctive
style.8 In them he introduces us to the world of his childhood and youth,
deploying a modernist texture of associations and epiphanies. As such,
his work remains profoundly interesting, difficult, and, to borrow from
one of his titles, radiant in its daring and its poignancy.

6. (1969; 2nd rev. ed, New Milford, Conn., 2007).
7. Trans. N. de Lange and Y. Dweck (Jerusalem, 2008).
8. In English, Radiances [1993], Asides [1996], By the Sea [1996], and

Lovely Malcolmia [1998].
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Preliminaries opens, for example, with an impressionistic depiction of
the protagonist’s sense of his mother’s presence, in infancy, as a series of
colors, and his experience, around the same time, of being transported by
horse and carriage to the nearest village to be treated, emergently, for
hundreds of stings after having been placed under a eucalyptus tree on a
wasps’ nest while his father plowed. Whereas in reading Yizhar’s earlier
work, one becomes attuned to his drawn-out meditations on the land-
scape and the moral complexities of life in times of war with brief, fleeting
hiccups of peace and tranquility, in this work we are reoriented to the
landscape and sense of a moral life as seen through the eyes of a child.
The intertextual deployment of traditional Jewish texts within a secular
Hebrew landscape of settlement and pioneering, which takes place in the
lengthy opening sequence of Preliminaries as the wounded child’s parents
rush him to the doctor, establishes the pattern of conjunctions between
the ‘‘native’’ and the European, evident throughout the book:

Who on earth sits a baby down on a wasps’ nest, you criminal, they
beset me, yea they surrounded me, they beset me like bees, why, why
my boy, in the name of the Lord I cut them off, they beset me and
surrounded me, what’s happening now, run, to Mummy, what now,
hurry to the doctor quick . . .9

Give ear to my prayer that goes not out of my lips, Daddy says sound-
lessly, with his lips, indeed without his lips . . . Incline Your ear to me,
Daddy says without uttering a sound, guard him as the apple of your
eye, Daddy says, adapting for the need of the moment the words of
Psalm 17, in the shadow of your wings, daddy says, adapting, because
this is from the heart, a psalm of David, daddy says, And Hear O Lord,
and hearken to me, Daddy says, and he does not wipe away tears with
his fingers, the wind dries them and the sun dries them, and the road
is opening up and soon, really very soon . . .10

It is written in the Torah, ‘‘And I shall send my hornet before me’’ and
it says ‘‘none of your sting, none of your honey’’ in Midrash Rabbah,
apparently who knows any more about the wasp, this gold-colored bee
. . . and suddenly Daddy recalls the tale of the maiden of Sodom who
gave bread to a poor man and when the act became known they spread

9. Yizhar, Prelminaries, 61
10. Ibid., 93
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honey upon her and exposed her on the wall, and the wasps came and
ate her—is it in Tractate Sanhedrin?11

These three passages, gleaned from the long journey to the doctor in the
next village with the sick child, point to the father, in his horror, guilt,
and grief, as a repository of traditional Jewish texts. In the first passage,
he alludes to Psalms without explicitly marking them, in the second, he
articulates his memory of the passage as being a memory of Psalms, and
in the third passage he struggles to recall the exact talmudic source for
an interpretation of the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. In this progres-
sion we witness a gradual acknowledgment of the traditional religious
texts that inhabit the consciousness of this earnest secular Jewish pioneer
from Eastern Europe in a moment of deep distress. More important, told
from the joint point of view of the adult author who is capable of identify-
ing the texts and the child in the throes of the experience of near-death,
these passages reflect the native-born secular Israeli adult writer’s aware-
ness of the traditional Jewish unconscious of his father. Despite the
father’s unmistakable culpability in the suffering of his helpless child—he
placed him on a wasps’ nest while he puzzled over the impenetrability of
the land he was supposed to be working—the reader feels the child’s
compassion toward his father in his ventriloquizing of these texts, his
acceptance of the father as a scholar, not a farmer, as a Jew from Eastern
Europe, not a pioneer who will revolutionize the Jewish nation in its own
national homeland.

Yizhar and Oz represent different aspects of the social spectrum of
early Israel. Yizhar was born in 1916 to agriculturalist/intellectuals trying
to settle and work the land, transforming themselves, and by extension
the Jewish people, from scholars to laborers, from Europeans to
‘‘Hebrews’’ in the process. Following the ideology of A. D. Gordon, they
thought that through agricultural work they could reinvent their bodies
and their nation. They moved further and further back toward a bour-
geoisie lifestyle, however, after many unsuccessful attempts to make a
living off the land, leaving their moshav first for Tel Aviv and settling,
finally, in Rehovot. Oz, on the other hand, was born in 1939 in Jerusalem
to a family of intellectuals and Jabotinskyite revisionists who left Europe
during the period of intensified anti-Semitism between the two world
wars, settling in Jerusalem (on his father’s side) and in Tel Aviv and
Haifa (on his mother’s). After the suicide of his mother when he was
twelve years old, Oz reinvented himself by moving to kibbutz Hulda and

11. Ibid., 66
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changing his name from Klausner (as in the famous scholar and public
figure Joseph Klausner, his great uncle) to Oz (meaning ‘‘strength.’’) His
trajectory from Jerusalem to Kibbutz marked his own personal journey
away from that which he considered a parochial Europeanism.

The two narratives, each told by a child of European immigrants in the
early part of the twentieth century and the early years of the establish-
ment of the state, mark a fascinating generational discontent. Oz’s is the
more expected narrative; the new generation does away with the old,
murders it, in Oz’s own words, by doffing its name. Yizhar’s narrative,
on the other hand, expresses a kind of longing for the world that his
parents so strenuously and unsuccessfully tried to escape: the music of it,
the possibility of private space, the freedom from national dogma, from
ideologies. Yizhar, in his narrative, appears to be disconnected from his
European origins in a way that Oz is not. Despite Yizhar’s descriptions
of his mother’s continued longing for her relatives in Europe—their pic-
tures on the wall, the Yiddish spoken sporadically at home—his Europe
is a world in his ancient past. Thus, it holds a mysterious charm for him
that it does not hold for Oz in any particular way. Oz, though born in
Jerusalem, is entrenched not in the landscape but the mindset of Europe-
ans, as he describes them—people who continued, in Israel, to live in an
urban environment and for whom the pinnacle of accomplishment and
experience involved books and languages, music and culture. Each narra-
tive documents a childhood epiphany (Oz’s, to my mind, inspired by
Yizhar’s) in which a blossoming sense of self is articulated within a pen-
umbra of European identifications.

Yizhar, on a walk with his father beyond the borders of Tel Aviv, at
the age of eight or nine, hears ghostly strains of music:

He does not know that it is a youth choir and he does not know that it
is accompanied by a harmonium and he does not know that it is Schu-
bert, he cannot know, how could he, but just that it is beautiful, yes
beautiful, only later he may begin to know, now it is within, with a
fulfillment that absorbs you, later perhaps memory will find words and
he will know how to tell it true, not now, like blue or green that exist
on their own without words to say: he is simply open now and is filled
with abundance, he simply chokes back tears from the choking overful-
lness—not even this because this is later—now it is just the fulfillment,
the knowledge of the fullness that is being filled.12

12. Ibid., 193–96.
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Schubert, here, serves as the occasion for Yizhar’s childhood sense of
wonder and joy. He has no name for the music, no context for it, and yet,
it is charged, for him, with a sense of distance and fullness. Raised to the
melodies of Zionist folksongs, to the doggerel of youth movements,
Yizhar expresses gratitude for the possibility of the inchoate that Schu-
bert introduces to him, because he cannot identify it, and yet it sates his
longing for the beyond. This passage communicates a sense of transcen-
dence not predicated necessarily on the rejection of anything. Rather, it
is a transcendence of something unnameable, something invisible to the
child at this early stage of his development.

Oz’s epiphany unfolds as follows:

You will never forget this evening: you are only six or at most six and
a half, but for the first time in your little life something enormous and
very terrible has opened up for you, something serious and grave,
something that extends from infinity to infinity and it takes you, and
like a mute giant it enters you and opens you so that you too for a
moment seem wider and deeper than yourself, and in a voice that is
not your voice but may be your voice in thirty or forty years time, in a
voice that allows no laughter or levity, it commands you never to forget
a single detail of this evening: remember and keep its smells, remember
its body and light, remember its birds, the notes of the piano, the cries
of the crows and all the strangeness of the sky running riot from one
horizon to the other before your eyes, and all of this is for you, all
strictly for the attention of the addressee alone . . . slowly there
descends over all a deep dim blue gray color like the color of silence
with a smell like that of the repeated notes on the piano, climbing and
stumbling over and over again up a broken scale, while a single bird
answers with the five opening notes of Fur Elise: Ti-da-di-da-di.13

Here Oz as a child resigns himself to absorbing all that makes up the
neighborhood in which he grew up. A working-class neighborhood filled
with European craftsmen and intellectuals, Kerem Avraham has since
become an ultra-Orthodox enclave. When Oz was growing up, as he so
eloquently describes it in the book, it was a place filled with laundry and
dry vegetation, heat and the cries of mothers for their children in an
assortment of different languages; it was like Henry Roth’s Browns-

13. Amos Oz, A Tale of Love and Darkness, trans. Nicholas de Lange (New
York: Harcourt, 2003), 248. Future references will be to this edition unless other-
wise noted.
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ville—a terrifying and exciting universe replete with sounds and smells
and vocations and concerns alien to the landscape which contained it.
Beethoven’s Fur Elise is the thread that ties together the sensory experi-
ence, marking it as non–Middle Eastern. His experience in that moment
appears to be an acceptance of his universe as distinctly nonindigenous.
He never comes to be at peace with the cacophony of cultures and flavors
surrounding him, however, and is never able to fully embrace it. It is a
moment of coercion, wherein a grave voice, the voice of a giant who
‘‘allows no laughter or levity,’’ commands him to remember. That mem-
ory, forced upon him, of places he has never been to, and of experiences
he has never had, is, in the discourse of the second generation of Holo-
caust survivors, called an ‘‘absent memory.’’ It is the experience of a
bygone generation that filters into the consciousness of children and
grandchildren, as if they too were there, even though they never lived
through the horrors. Similarly, here, Oz is commanded to expand the
limits of his memory, to incorporate others’ into it. It is the particular
burden of the child of survivors or, in this case, the child of immigrants,
to live with his parent’s past as if he himself lived through it. Here, while
accepting the burden, Oz laments it as well. As he aptly articulates,

I spent my whole childhood in Kerem Avraham in Jerusalem, but
where I really lived was on the edge of the forest, by the huts, the
steppes, the meadows, the snow in my mother’s stories, and in the
illustrated books that piled up on my low bedside table: I was in the
east, but my heart was in the farthermost west.14

* * *
In the elegant and able translation of each of these texts rendered by
Nicholas de Lange, the transnational flavor and translinguistic roots of
Preliminaries and A Tale of Love and Darkness become readily apparent.
De Lange is surprisingly successful at communicating, even in English,
Yizhar’s and Oz’s profound sensitivity to the Hebrew language as a some-
what cumbersome, albeit miraculous tool of their trade. Hebrew was both
Oz’s and Yizhar’s first language even though it was not their parents’,
and they spoke it both on the street and in their homes. Both writers, at
moments in the text, however, acknowledge their own childhood fascina-
tion with the limitations of the language in which they were expected to
live their lives. Yizhar, for example, acknowledges that there was no word
in Hebrew, during his childhood, for a piston. In calling it a piston, how-
ever, the adult narrator reflects:

14. Ibid., 138
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and if we do use the term we shall be anachronistically inventing a
word that does not yet exist in Hebrew and putting it into the mouth
of a four year old who cannot yet even say what he is able to say . . .
A pity a child can’t explain properly or say things properly, but he has
no doubt that what he can see now is the seed of everything that is
beautiful—the way the movement of a straight line is converted into a
circular motion—so that if they could all feel what he is feeling now
they would join hands and sing.15

A child’s inarticulateness is likened here to a national inarticulateness.
And yet, the impulse to assign the name in retrospect, to make the child
know more than he should know, both as a child and as an Israeli, reflects
a willingness to always be reworking the language in the same way that
an adult narrator must at times necessarily reinscribe a child’s conscious-
ness. This circumvention of childhood through the naming of the piston
in the narrative encapsulates the entire literary endeavor undertaken by
Yizhar as a mature Hebrew writer revisiting his childhood on the Yishuv
and in the early State of Israel; the adult writer must always be sensitive
to the needs of an evolving language, just as the adult narrator must be
attuned to the voice of the child in the text.

Oz, too, in discussing his famous great uncle Joseph Klausner, reflects
on his scholarly contributions to the Hebrew language in his own time:

As a child the thing I most admired Uncle Joseph for was that, as I
had been told, he had invented and given us several simple, everyday
Hebrew words, words that seemed to have been known and used for-
ever, including ‘‘pencil,’’ ‘‘iceberg,’’ ‘‘shirt,’’ ‘‘greenhouse,’’ ‘‘toast,’’
‘‘cargo,’’ ‘‘monotonous,’’ ‘‘multicolored,’’ ‘‘sensual,’’ ‘‘crane,’’ and ‘‘rhi-
noceros.’’16

A bit later, Oz reflects that, ‘‘a man who has the ability to generate a new
word and to inject it into the bloodstream of the language seems to me
only a little lower than the Creator of light and darkness.’’

The magnitude of Nicholas de Lange’s undertaking as translator of
these books becomes evident when one considers the books’ emphasis on
language as one of the frontiers of discovery for each of the protagonists.
To his credit, de Lange has risen to the occasion not only by precisely
capturing the idiosyncratic rhythms of Yizhar’s style but also by taking,

15. Yizhar, Prelminaries, 103
16. Oz, Tale of Love and Darkness, 57
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at moments, a strong editorial role in Oz’s book. In one instance I was
struck by a lengthy omission of a section of the Hebrew in the English.
Having read the Hebrew and the English with a several-year gap in
between, I observed, in reading the English, that a passage early in the
Hebrew version, which had nearly forced me to stop reading the memoir
years earlier, was entirely missing. In the Hebrew, Oz engages in a long
meditation on ‘‘the bad reader’’ who seeks out biographical information
about the author from within the pages of his or her novels. ‘‘The bad
reader,’’ Oz says,

is like a psychotic lover who tackles and strips away the clothing of the
woman who has fallen into his hands. When she is already completely
naked, he skins her alive, tearing her flesh away impatiently, smashing
her skeleton to bits, and finally—when he has finally gnawed at her
bones between his vulgar yellow teeth—only then does he become sat-
isfied. That’s that. Now I am really, really inside. I have finally
arrived.17

Oz’s likening of his authorial self when confronted with a ‘‘bad reader’’
to a woman who has been attacked, raped, dismembered, and cannibal-
ized is deeply disturbing. The metaphor certainly communicates Oz’s dis-
taste for ‘‘bad readers.’’ The tone, however, is so gratuitously violent that
it rings shrill and inauthentic. The notion that readers can be divided
between ‘‘good’’ and ‘‘bad,’’ and Oz’s horror at the readerly expectation
that one can read an author into his work, strikes me as particularly
disingenuous. As a critic trained (relatively belatedly) in a formalist, new
critical school, I would never argue that readers should expect to be able
to read authors lives from within the pages of their literary creations. On
the other hand, it seems unreasonable to be so enraged by those readers
who expect to read hints of an author’s biography in his or her literary
works. To mine a literary text for signs of its author is natural, and to call
anyone who does so a ‘‘bad reader,’’ or worse, a rapist and cannibal, is, I
think, pushing the horror too far. This violent moment does not seem
symbolically charged as much as it seems simply cruel. The ‘‘bad reader’’
and the beleaguered author effectively disappear from this passage
because of the shocking intrusion of the rape metaphor into the text, and
all that is left is the horrifying image of the dismembered woman. She

17. Amos Oz, Sipur al Ahava ve-Hoshekh (Jerusalem, 2002), 37; translation my
own.
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has broken free of the victimized author whom she is supposed to be
signifying.

In the same way that the image of the woman presented here is both a
victim of the ‘‘bad reader’’ but also a victimizer in her sudden intrusion
into and violent grip on the text, throughout his literary corpus Oz
employs a female conceit as the simultaneous embodiment of victim and
victimizer. In The Hill of Evil Counsel (1976), the mother who both aban-
dons her husband and child to run off with a high-ranking British soldier
and who is, in turn, ravished and kidnapped by him and his compatriots
has a similar effect on the reader. Is the mother delinquent or is she an
innocent led astray? Are we to feel sorry for her or disgusted? Jerusalem,
in A Tale of Love and Darkness, is also likened to a woman whose intentions
are of mixed provenance:

Many things have happened in Jerusalem. The city has been
destroyed, rebuilt, destroyed, and rebuilt again. Conqueror after con-
queror has come, ruled for a while, left behind a few walls and towers,
some cracks in the stone, a handful of potsherds and documents and
disappeared. Vanished like the morning mist down the hilly slopes.
Jerusalem is an old nymphomaniac who squeezes lover after lover to
death before shrugging him off her with a yawn, a black widow who
devours her mates while they are still in her.18

It seems only logical to conjecture that these extreme images of
women—as both victims of heinous crimes, and perpetrators of them—
are expressions of Oz’s own trauma at the suicide of his mother. She
violently tore herself out of his life, disregarding him in her suicide, and
at the same time, she was her own worst victim, cutting herself off from
her family and her world so violently, in the prime of her life. The memoir
as a whole fashions itself around the void of the mother’s depression and
death, forestalling the moment of the suicide for over five hundred pages
until finally, on the very last page, we find out how she did what she did,
with no narrative gloss to soften the blow. Fania Mussman’s suicide is a
terrible act of betrayal in two directions, and the violent conceit, deployed
throughout the book, of women’s terrible vulnerability and violent power
bears this out.

De Lange’s decision to elide the meditation on the ‘‘bad reader’’ in A
Tale of Love and Darkness, however, attests to a deep sense of the text’s
various Israeli excesses. Perhaps de Lange felt that while the heavy-

18. Oz, Tale of Love and Darkness, 27
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handed conceit of the author as a brutalized woman worked for an Israeli
audience, it wouldn’t translate well into an English-reading culture. A
sense of the intrusion of the public into the private lives of authors may
not be as acutely felt outside of an Israeli enclave, or the urgency with
which Oz repudiates the expectation of biographical realism within fic-
tional works may seem passé within a climate wherein authors do not so
readily inhabit public roles. The legacy, in Israel, of the collective con-
sciousness always battling with the need for individual expression is
clearly expressed in Oz’s description of his private life being trespassed
by the public because of the public nature of his career as a peace activist
as well as a writer. Perhaps if the conceit were couched in an awareness
of its violence and the culturally specific Israeli context, it could have
stayed in the English text. But as it stands, it is too unselfconscious, too
uncritical of itself, to resonate with any audience but an Israeli one.

It is not accidental that Oz places this meditation on the ‘‘bad reader’’
early in his book. This signals, perhaps, that what we are reading, while
presented as an autobiography, does not in fact, hold the keys to his life
any more than does his fiction. The question of what a reader is to expect
from any purportedly autobiographical text ultimately leads us to con-
sider how to view autobiography as a genre in general, and as a Jewish
genre in particular. Marcus Moseley, in these pages, has provided a suc-
cinct overview of the vagaries of autobiographical criticism as a preamble
to a discussion of Jewish autobiography. He asserts:

The study of autobiography, a relatively recent field, has been bedev-
iled from the outset by the definitional problem. While the last thirty
years or so have seen a remarkable upsurge in the study of the genre,
the question of what exactly constitutes autobiography has not only
not been resolved but, if anything, has become exacerbated. On the
one hand, such unlikely works as Eliot’s ‘‘Four Quartets’’ and Haw-
thorne’s The Scarlet Letter are now discussed as autobiographies. On the
other, critics seem to take a perverse delight in revealing the ineluctable
fictionality of such ostensibly straightforward self-referential texts as
Newman’s Apologia and Mary McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girl-
hood.19

According to this, what has long been considered autobiographical is sub-
ject to the same kind of textual criticism as texts that have always been

19. Marcus Moseley, ‘‘Jewish Autobiography: The Elusive Subject,’’ JQR
96.1 (2005): 59.
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considered generically fictional or poetic, while that which seems to pres-
ent itself as belles letters in the conventional sense can also be subject to
autobiographical readings. For our purposes here, the doubt that Oz
casts on the autobiographical pretense of his work, in particular vis-à-vis
a readership that may be expecting, by his account, to finally find out the
‘‘truth’’ about the author’s life, encapsulates an important aspect of both
his own text as well as Yizhar’s.

To my mind, both Yizhar’s and Oz’s texts are presented and executed
not as autobiographies per se but rather as works which effectively wed
fiction to autobiography. As Alan Mintz points out in his study of the
crossover between fiction and autobiography during the period of the
modern Hebrew renaissance in Eastern Europe at the turn of the twenti-
eth century, Hebrew belles letters were born nearly in tandem with
Hebrew autobiography.20 Moseley reminds us that Aviezer, the first mod-
ern Hebrew autobiography, by M. A. Guenzberg (1863), was completed
(though not published) only ten years before the appearance of Abraham
Mapu’s Ahavat Zion (Love of Zion), arguably the first modern Hebrew
novel.21 The particularly European history of the birth of Hebrew fiction
not only in parallel with autobiography but as a synthesis of fictional and
autobiographical impulses has been well documented not only in criticism
on Haim Nahman Bialik (1873–1934) and Yosef Haim Brenner (1891–
1921) but also in the lesser-known body of critical work on the writer
Dvora Baron (1887–1956).22

In his well-known ‘‘Autobiography 1952,’’ Yehuda Amichai tracks his
early life in tandem with the life of the Jewish nation in the land of Israel:
‘‘And in ’31 my hands were joyous and small/And in ’41 they learned to
use a gun.’’23 To some extent, Oz and Yizhar do the same thing in A Tale
of Love and Darkness and Preliminaries. They document their movement
toward authorship and manhood against a backdrop of the birth of the

20. Alan Mintz, Banished from Their Father’s Table: Loss of Faith and Hebrew Auto-
biography (Bloomington, Ind., 1989), 3–24.

21. Moseley, ‘‘Jewish Autobiography,’’ 33–34.
22. For critical approaches to the autobiographical elements of these writers,

see Dan Miron on Bialik, Avner Holtzman and Menachem Brinker on Brenner,
and Sheila Jelen on Dvora Baron. Dan Miron, Taking Leave of the Impoverished
Self: Ch. N. Bialik’s Early Poetry, 1891–1901 (Hebrew; Tel Aviv, 1986); Avner Holt-
zman, Image before My Eyes (Hebrew; Tel Aviv, 2002); Menachem Brinker, Narra-
tive Art and Social Thought in Y. H. Brenner’s Work (Hebrew; Tel Aviv, 1990); Sheila
Jelen, Intimations of Difference: Dvora Baron in the Modern Hebrew Renaissance (Syra-
cuse, N.Y., 2007).

23. Yehuda Amichai, ‘‘Autobiography, 1952,’’ in Selected Poetry of Yehudah Ami-
chai, trans. C. Bloch and S. Mitchell (New York, 1986), 2.
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State of Israel, shedding light on a communal history in addition to a
uniquely individual one. Indeed, one could argue that just as both Oz and
Yizhar engage in a dialogue with their European literary forebears
despite their having been designated, each one in his own generation, the
quintessential ‘‘Israeli’’ writer, so too does the literary identity of each of
these texts acknowledge its own self-conscious debt to a Hebrew model
of autobiographical and fictional hybridity born long before the State of
Israel, in Eastern Europe. Israeli culture has, in a sense, come full circle
as a Jewish culture in these twenty-first-century expressions of the self as
primarily European despite Oz’s and Yizhar’s status as twentieth-century
embodiments of ‘‘native’’ Israeli authors.
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