
1 Introduction

camouflage as the key to the 

poetry of yehuda amichai

One evening in 1997, I went to a university lecture in New York City with
Yehuda Amichai, Israel’s best-known poet. We sat in a back row at the end of a
crowded hall and waited for the speaker to begin, when suddenly he touched
my arm and said, almost in a whisper, “Do you see, three rows in front of us,
near the aisle, a woman sits? Her name is Ruth Z. Do you remember the poem
about the one who ‘ran away to America’? I wrote it about her.”

I knew the text. “The Rustle of History’s Wings, as They Said Then” is a bitter
poem from 1980 fraught with details about a bygone love during curfew in Jeru-
salem, a love that eventually ended with a betrayal.1 I wanted to know more, yet
something in the sound of the poet’s voice prevented me from asking any ques-
tions. I wondered why he revealed the subject of the poem to me, but in our
subsequent meetings before his death in 2000, I did not dare inquire about the
woman we had seen in the lecture hall.

As fate would have it, two years after Amichai died, I sat face to face with the
woman whose name and features were forever etched in my memory. A friend
introduced me to her, saying, “You two have something in common. You both
knew Amichai.”

“I know,” I said.
“How do you know?” asked Ruth, startled.
“Amichai told me who you were some years ago.” I omitted Amichai’s reference

to the poem about the woman who had deserted Israel for America. Later, how-
ever, it became clear to me that Ruth Z. knew “History’s Wings” very well. As a mat-
ter of fact, she alone knew the private history to which the poem’s lines allude.

This time, I decided not to suppress the urge to investigate. “Would you be
willing to tell me what happened between the two of you?”

“Yes. Come see me and I’ll tell you.”
A few months later, I went to Ruth’s home in New York.
We sat in her apartment for many hours while she unveiled a story that had

been kept hidden for half a century. As I listened to her, little by little a chapter



opened in front of me about the love affair of Ruth Z. and Amichai, Amichai’s
emergence as a poet, and the history of Israel and its people. After we became
closer, Ruth confided to me that she had a stack of letters from Amichai that
she had not touched in almost sixty years.

The letters had been sealed in a dark tin box since April 1948.
When Ruth opened the box, my heart skipped a beat. In front of me lay over

one hundred pages filled with cramped handwriting, as well as a faded blue,
hand-bound notebook and a tiny booklet held together by a rusty safety pin. I
knew that these papers, strewn on Ruth’s coffee table, represented the earliest
substantial body of Amichai’s writings in existence and that I was the first to see
them besides Ruth.

The magnitude of this finding overwhelmed me. I had spent the previous
year at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University
(where Amichai had deposited his papers shortly before his death), struggling
to read tiny, ripped pads, and attempting to decipher lines that the poet had
jotted to himself.2 The earliest documents in the archive are dated 1954,
when Amichai was already thirty years old and was about to publish his first
book of poems.3 And behold, there in Ruth’s living room, dozens of pages in
meticulous Hebrew script, written by the poet when he was twenty-three,
were spread in front of my eyes. The letters are numbered, as though Amichai
wanted to facilitate scholarly citation or to maintain control over the continu-
ity of his narrative.4 When Ruth and I started reading the densely written
aerograms, I realized that they chronicled not only the days before the poet
became a poet, but also the historical times before the State of Israel became
a state.

Over the weeks that followed, I felt as if I were participating in a séance. I
heard the tale of those momentous months in two intersecting voices: the fem-
inine voice of Ruth Z. at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and the res-
urrected voice of Amichai, inscribed in blue ink on the face of lightweight
paper, from the middle of the twentieth.

Amichai’s love affair with Ruth Z. lasted from January 1947 to April 1948, and

the poet’s name still bears the mark of their love story. In the summer of 1947,

after they had both graduated from the teachers’ college in Jerusalem, they de-

cided to build their life together in the port city of Haifa. The teaching position

that Amichai found at the Geula Elementary School there required that he re-

place his German surname, “Pfeuffer,” with a Hebrew one. The couple started
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looking for a Hebrew name that would melodically complement both “Yehuda”

and “Ruth.”5 They had been trying unsuccessfully to find a nice-sounding

name beginning with “P” to match “Pfeuffer” when Ruth finally called out,

“Amichai! Yehuda Amichai!” She thought that the name “Amichai,” which

means “my nation is alive” (ami, my nation; chai, is alive), mirrored their patri-

otic hopes and feelings.

The young man hesitated. “Yehuda Amichai? Isn’t it too bombastic?”

Ruth answered, “You want to be a great poet, right? Yehuda Amichai sounds

like the name of a great poet.” And so it came to pass.6

In the end, however, Ruth Z. did not move to Haifa, nor did she adopt the

new, patriotic surname. On August 31, 1947, she boarded a ship for America,

leaving Amichai longing for her and in total denial about the fact that she might

never return to him. Her departure motivated an ardent correspondence that

lasted for eight months. In the poem that he wrote about her thirty-three years

later, Yehuda Amichai bemoans:

I paid five shillings and changed my ancestral name

from the Diaspora to a proud Hebrew name to match hers

. . . [she] fled to America. . .

and left me with my new name . . .7

With a “new name,” a rented room, and a “teacher’s paltry salary,”8 Ami-

chai began his life in Haifa. His letters to Ruth Z., he thought, would be the

ideal repository for his observations, reflections, and lyrical musings. And,

indeed, the forty-three aerograms he wrote from September through Novem-

ber 1947 document Amichai’s poetic growth and his romantic image of him-

self as a poet writing to his beloved; but history soon reared its head. As the

vote in the United Nations on the partition plan for Palestine approached,

Amichai labored as a teacher and a poet under the shadow of escalating vio-

lence. After the resolution passed on November 29, 1947, and the conflict

between Jews and Arabs intensified, he was drawn into military activities, ul-

timately becoming a teacher by day and a soldier by night. His life plan to be a

poet and his national, patriotic duty pulled him in different directions. Yet

through his grueling schedule, his fatigue, and the bloodshed that sur-

rounded him, Amichai persevered in sending letters to Ruth. He stopped

writing to her only after he found out that she was marrying another man; her

“Dear John” letter arrived less than a month before the full eruption of the Is-

raeli War of Independence.
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In interviews he granted later in his life, Amichai rarely mentioned Ruth Z., and

if he did so, it was only in passing, without saying her name. In these interviews,

he also often left out the eight months he spent in Haifa, the time when he first

blossomed as a poet.9 An omission of this kind occurs in the only monograph

dedicated to him.10 In the list “Dates and Turning Points in Amichai’s Life” at the

end of that monograph, Yehudit Tzvik, the editor, disregards the poet’s time in

Haifa, lumping together his teaching there with the fifteen years that he taught at

various schools in Jerusalem. Amichai, who was still living when this publication

appeared, probably approved this biographical outline and decided to exclude

that turbulent school year he spent in Haifa.11 A more dramatic and deliberate

erasure of his memories from that period is manifested in the fate of one early

poem published in 1951, entitled “Other Evenings.”12

Amichai’s poems, which began trickling into newspapers in 1949, often retain

the imprint of his distant beloved and his unmistakable longing for her. Espe-

cially heartrending are these lines from “Other Evenings”: “Our love is embroi-

dered on the room and on them, / and your blue dress and your red dress strewn

with white dots.”13 Almost sixty years later, Ruth Z. pointed to a picture taken in

Jerusalem in 1947; she was wearing the polka-dot dress that the poem so wistfully

recalls. In Amichai’s debut volume, Now and in Other Days, however, the dress was

missing. Its polka dots were also absent from what is now considered Amichai’s

canonic collection, Poems: 1948–1962, where this first book was republished.14

This particular early poem was excised from Amichai’s representative corpus,

and although the poet later reinstated a few poems he had initially passed over,

“Other Evenings” remained one of the outcasts. This poem of yearning was not

the only remnant of the relationship to disappear. The story of Amichai’s love for

Ruth Z., and, with it, the record of his first steps as a poet all but vanished. The

self-censorship that Amichai exercised with regard to this single poem is sympto-

matic of the way he confined the memory of that time and much of its poetic leg-

acy to the subtext of his canonic verse. Amichai’s own biographical accounts and,

more significantly, the lyrical works that established him as a poet cover up his

personal saga during these crucial years.

Thanks to Ruth’s cooperation and the discovery of the letters, this book

is the first to expose the deep impression that Ruth Z. made on the poet’s life

and early work. Most consequential to the understanding of Amichai’s

oeuvre is the reinterpretation presented here of Amichai’s flagship collec-

tion, Poems: 1948–1962, in light of these new findings. Furthermore, the
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content of the letters confirms that Amichai suppressed his artistic and emo-

tional origins in his poetry.

The question, however, remains: Why would a poet who considered himself

lyrical and autobiographical cover up this defining period of his life?15 Was the

pain of Ruth abandoning him so great that he was unable to approach the affair

or even its temporal and geographical background? A review of Amichai’s

poetic oeuvre and his self-portrayals in interviews reveals that concealing the

memory of Ruth Z. was not an isolated incident. In fact, the poetic suppression

of this trauma is a microcosm of an overarching behavioral, psychological, and

literary force at the heart of Amichai’s verse. In 1984, I identified this poetic pat-

tern and later devoted a chapter to it in my dissertation (although I did not

name it “camouflage” at the time).16 After reading an early draft of my disserta-

tion, Amichai told me that I had made him aware of this behavior, and he tacitly

acknowledges this admission in his 1989 poem, “What Did I Learn in the

Wars.”17 Here, Amichai testifies that “camouflage” is a defense that has served

him superbly in both art and life. Accordingly, in this book I refer to the under-

lying literary and psychological principle that determined so much of

Amichai’s poetry as “camouflage.” Amichai’s relationship with Ruth Z., then,

was only one of a number of significant facets of his life that he chose to cam-

ouflage in his verse.

Other areas that Amichai buried deep in his poems belong to the world of

his childhood. Amichai lived his early years as Ludwig Pfeuffer, far from the Is-

raeli sites that formed the setting for his affair with Ruth Z. He grew up in

Wuerzburg, Germany, the ancient capital of Franconia, whose arching

bridges and cobblestone alleys are adorned with statues of saints and ornate

fountains. In his beautiful hometown, in the region of Bavaria, Amichai knew

another Ruth, whom everybody called “Little Ruth.” The memory of her name

undoubtedly resonated in his initial attraction to the striking Ruth Z. whom he

met in Jerusalem in 1947. Little Ruth had blue eyes and chestnut hair; she was

approximately the same age as Amichai and lived a few houses up the street.

The two were so inseparable that the members of their community referred to

them as “bride and groom.” They had a unique friendship, deep and “com-

pletely platonic.”18

Little Ruth was the daughter of the revered Rabbi Hanover, and Amichai’s

father was one of the beloved leaders of Wuerzburg’s Orthodox Jewish com-

munity. During services, Little Ruth’s father delivered oratorical sermons in
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German, draped in his majestic robe, while Amichai’s father coddled his son

under his fuzzy prayer shawl.

The commanding synagogue was housed in the same building complex as

the German-Jewish school the children attended. Little Ruth Hanover and Ami-

chai had been classmates since kindergarten and, starting in second grade, Lit-

tle Ruth would pick up Amichai from his house every morning.19 The path to

school took the children through Wuerzburg’s most magnificent landmarks.

Rennweg, the broad boulevard that stretches from the train tracks toward the

center of town, led them to a pair of gigantic, intricate wrought-iron gates.

These gates guard the Hofgarten, the elaborate, terraced garden surrounding

Wuerzburg’s grand palace, the Residenz.20 Inside the garden, the two friends

passed the baroque fountains, whose bubbling waters cascaded around copper

statues of sensual nymphs and wild animals, but they could not stop there in

the morning lest they be late for school.

Some of these scenes unfolded in front of my eyes when I visited Wuerzburg

in 2001 and 2004 and walked in the footsteps of the two Jewish children on

their way to school.

In his apartment in Washington Heights, Norbert Hellmann, an eighty-

year-old classmate of the two friends, remembered that Little Ruth and Ami-

chai were the brightest students in their class. She was studious and took

school seriously, and, although Amichai was the class clown and loved to make

people laugh, he was entranced by the stories and poems they read with their

teachers.21 Paralleling the study of Jewish texts, German language and culture

formed the core of the secular curriculum that the Jewish school shared with

the Bavarian system.22 Its goal was to instill the students with a love of the Ger-

man homeland, its language, literature, and culture.23

Even after the Nazis’ rise to power in 1933, everyday life for the young stu-

dents at the Jewish school continued with relative normalcy. In the winter of

1934, their main preoccupation was the school’s traditional and highly cele-

brated Hanukkah play. On a snowy day, Little Ruth and Amichai got into a

heated argument about the casting of the lead role of Judah Maccabee. Dur-

ing recess, the ten-year-old girl borrowed another boy’s bike, rode off, and

got into a life-threatening accident. Her leg had to be amputated, and she

was bedridden for almost a year. Amichai visited her in the hospital, and

when she recovered and had been fitted with a prosthesis, they again walked

to school together, but their world had changed. By 1935, Nazi youths had

begun assaulting students from the Jewish school. The hounded children
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learned to dodge stones and glue themselves to the walls of buildings, skip-

ping from doorway to doorway, ready to hide from an attack. Walking to

school had become dangerous and the crippled girl was now an easy target.

The day that Little Ruth and Amichai were ambushed outside the gardens on

the way to school remained branded in Amichai’s memory for the rest of his

life.24 Not long after, Amichai’s father, who was a volunteer at the Jewish bu-

rial society, was shaken by the sight of the corpses of two village Jews who

had been beaten to death. He subsequently led an entire tribe of Pfeuffers in

their flight to Palestine. Little Ruth’s father, who felt responsible for his de-

teriorating congregation, decided to stay behind with his family. In July

1936, as the train pulled out of the station, Amichai waved goodbye to Little

Ruth. The two friends never saw each other again.25

The horrific scenes that preceded the Pfeuffers’ exodus and the emigration

itself are virtually absent from Amichai’s canonical verse. Missing, too, are the

German language, the Bavarian landscape, and the little girl he loved. Syna-

gogue Hebrew, however, prevailed in his writing, and quotations from the

prayer book became his stylistic trademark. Jewish customs are woven into the

fabric of his verse as well, while the monumental figure of his protective father

towers above his entire poetic universe. Thus, Amichai did not repress the en-

tirety of his childhood, but rather made certain elements fade away while al-

lowing others to survive.

Despite the state of the Jews in Germany, on the whole, Amichai’s early

years were happy. He grew up the pride of a doting family in a picturesque me-

dieval town nestled in verdant hills. When he left Wuerzburg, he was old

enough for it to have made a profound impression on him. Nevertheless, Ami-

chai left many scenes of his childhood out of his poetry, just as he suppressed

his first adult love.

* * *
Like most modern Hebrew writers in the first half of the twentieth century,

Amichai considered poetry to be the pinnacle of literary expression and wanted

to make his name as a poet. Raised on the romantic tradition and an avid ad-

mirer of the poet Rilke, he believed that childhood was the source of artistic

creation.26 Why, then, would this lyrical and autobiographical poet efface his

formative experiences from the genre he revered? What motivated Amichai to

discard some memories but hold on to others? What was the threat posed by

the German childhood and the adult love? What do they have in common and
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why did the poet “abandon” them? Are they really omitted from his verse?

These questions have never been asked. The answers to them are intertwined

with Amichai’s poetic practice of camouflage. They are the key to understand-

ing not only Amichai’s poetry, but the man and his oeuvre as a whole.

Most critics have accepted the absence of these materials and periods from

Amichai’s verse without reservation. Indeed, historians and scholars of Ami-

chai could not have imagined the scope of what he concealed. No one knows

the details or the impact of the love affair with Ruth Z. or about the crucial time

he spent writing poetry and teaching in Haifa. While all of the poet’s biograph-

ical accounts acknowledge that he was born in Germany in 1924 and lived there

until he was twelve, few scholars, if any, heed the artistic implications of these

facts. Amichai’s foreign roots are known, but they are typically glossed over by

journalists and reviewers alike. In the Israeli tradition, both the poet and his

critics emphasized his Israeliness and treated 1936, the year he arrived in Pales-

tine, as though it were a second birth. Poems: 1948–1962 was hailed as a revolu-

tionary work. It deals almost entirely with the Israeli experience. Even though

Amichai recounts parts of his childhood in Not of This Time, Not of This Place, a

semi-autobiographical novel published in 1963, the critical literature, for the

most part, dismisses it and does not apply its contents to the interpretation of

his poetry.27 No critical work has delved into the conflicts at the heart of

Amichai’s poetry and its biographical, psychological, and multilingual

sources. Furthermore, no study has either examined the poet’s early years or

recognized their meaningful role in his poetry, in part because of Amichai’s

own efforts to marginalize them.

Historically, Amichai belongs to the group of writers who founded “Israeli

literature” in the 1950s and early ’60s. Scholars would later call its members the

“Generation of the State,” because they were the first authors to publish in the

State of Israel after it was established. Their innovations radically transformed

the way Hebrew literature was written.28 Amichai and his peers rebelled against

their predecessors’ grandiose, ideological verse and proclaimed that “under-

statement” would be one of their guiding principles. Of his literary generation,

only Amichai attained the unofficial status of “national poet.”29 In 1963, when

he was thirty-nine years old, he published Poems: 1948–1962, the collection that

would define him as a poet for the rest of his creative life (for a photograph of

Amichai during this period, see image 15). It contains uncollected poems writ-

ten between 1958 and 1962, as well as the three volumes he had published pre-

viously. Poems: 1948–1962 epitomizes the ways Amichai’s work severed ties
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with the old traditions and heralded a new one.30 Critics often consider this col-

lection as the embodiment of the poet’s groundbreaking oeuvre, even though

Amichai went on to publish two novels, a book of short stories, a collection of

plays, and ten additional books of verse.

From the time that they first appeared in newspapers and periodicals,

Amichai’s poems overturned Hebrew poetry by lowering the linguistic register

and deflating the pathos of the previous literary generation. His “rugged rhyme

schemes”31 shattered traditional meter, and his heterogeneous vocabulary re-

flects the drastic changes that had taken place in Hebrew during World War II

and the War of Independence. Amichai’s poems absorb and rework everyday

materials, integrating them into a poetry that had hitherto avoided modern

terms so as not to mar the beauty of classical Hebrew.32 In Amichai’s hands,

airplanes, tanks, gasoline, iceboxes, legal contracts, and mathematical axioms

became the building blocks of poems for the first time. He used unexpected

metaphoric and linguistic combinations throughout his verse, pairing the high

with the low, nature with technology, the emotional with the mechanical;

storks flying over rural landscapes become jet planes and the eyes of a tired sol-

dier close like the portholes of a tank.33 A girl’s weeping carries many sorrows,

like a locomotive that pulls many train cars.34 Under Amichai’s command, lit-

erary, biblical, and liturgical Hebrew became flexible and vibrant as he playfully

interwove modern concepts with fragments of prayers and ancient prophesies.

For instance, he subverted the prophet Micah’s pastoral vision of peace at the

End of Days and transported it into the contemporary arena of war. In biblical

times, a man sitting under a vine or a fig tree symbolized tranquility. In

Amichai’s poem “Sort of an Apocalypse,” however, the “man under his vine”

telephones the “man under his fig tree” to strategize their military defense.35

This irreverent tone and the inclusive use of all layers of Hebrew remain signa-

ture traits of Amichai’s writing, influencing generations of poets.

Amichai’s poetry replaced the high diction, tone, and nationalist bent of his

predecessors’ poetry with prosaic verse that refuses to worship heroism. Al-

though Amichai’s speaker identifies with the national struggle, he challenges

the sacrifices it demands.36 He desires a home, a family, and normality, while

subtly expressing feelings against the war that squelches such aspirations. This

emphasis on the individual voice is one of Amichai’s most significant contribu-

tions to Hebrew poetry. He shunned the collectivist “we” that had dominated

through the War of Independence and forged a poetic “I,” whose unmistakable

Amichai-like traits are still emulated and venerated. In recognition of his literary
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contributions, Amichai was awarded the Israel Prize, the highest honor Israel

bestows on its citizens.37 But Amichai’s humanist poetry reaches beyond the

borders of Hebrew language and literature and touches people around the

world. Ted Hughes, whose translations first introduced Amichai to English

readers in the 1960s, said, “I, for one, return to these poems again and again,

and always find myself shaken.”38 The esteemed British poet laureate was not

alone in his admiration for his Israeli colleague. At the time of Amichai’s death

in September 2000, his poetry had been translated into over thirty-seven lan-

guages and Amichai was on the short list for the Nobel Prize. When he died,

memorials were held for him across the globe; in Israel, thousands came to bid

him a final farewell in front of Jerusalem’s City Hall. Teachers and students,

soldiers and generals, writers and housewives showed up, because Amichai’s

poems spoke for them all.

Israelis from all walks of life see Amichai as the quintessential Israeli. For

them, he is inextricably linked to the country and its narrative, in part because

the Hebrew readers conflate the man’s representative biography and the poet’s

Israel-centric verse. The turning points in Amichai’s life neatly parallel the

turning points of twentieth-century Jewish history: he grew up in the shadow of

the Third Reich and immigrated to the Land of Israel in 1936. During World

War II, he enlisted in the British army and in 1948, as a member of the elite mil-

itary Palmah, he fought in Israel’s War of Independence. In numerous inter-

views, Amichai recounted how he began writing poetry to soothe himself in the

midst of the famous battles in the Negev Desert. In both intra- and extrapoetic

statements, he described his emergence as a poet as an unexpected “consecra-

tion” that took place at the atypically late age of twenty-four during the War of

Independence.39 Thus, even the first lines he set to paper seem tied to the land:

in his personal mythology, Amichai the poet and Israel the state were born si-

multaneously. After the war, he became the voice of a generation that was

weary of bloodshed. His poetry accompanied the State of Israel for the ensuing

five decades, through subsequent wars and the intervals of calmness. For the

most part, his poetry is local, its rich imagery connected to the land’s topogra-

phy and vegetation. It continually returns to the War of Independence and its

formative battles, even when the subjects of the poems are distant from it.

Amichai’s speaker walks through Jerusalem and the desert, his footsteps

echoing the strides of his country. Viewed together, his poems seem to be the

personal diary of an authentic “I” who is documenting his life in his writing.

Amichai’s biography and his image as the “poet-soldier” made him an Israeli
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icon; when the late prime minister Yitzhak Rabin received the Nobel Peace

Prize, he asked Amichai to read one of his poems at the ceremony.40 Amichai,

too, believed in the kinship between himself and his country and wove it into

his verse:

When I was young, the country was young too. My father

Was everybody’s father. When I was happy, the country was happy, when I

jumped

Upon her, she jumped under me. The grass that covered her in spring

Softened me too. Her soil in summer pained me

As parched skin in my soles. When I loved

Immensely, her independence was announced, when my hair

Waved, her banners waved. When I fought,

She fought. When I rose, she rose too, and when I declined

She began declining with me.41

These lines, published in 1977, frame Amichai’s life entirely in terms of the

State of Israel, implying an individual mythology that is typically Israeli. The

youth of the speaker parallels that of the Land of Israel and the reciprocal mo-

tions of his body and her soil are erotically charged. His hair mirrors her flags

and the Declaration of Independence, the climax of her existence, overlaps

with his “great love.” Sadly, the decline of the land reflects the aging of the

speaker, her human image. This poem appeared when Amichai was fifty-three

years old. In its theme and tone it evokes other ostensibly autobiographical

poems that punctuate Amichai’s poetic oeuvre.

A quarter of a century earlier, a twenty-eight-year-old Amichai published a

poetic manifesto of sorts in the revolutionary literary periodical Likrat.42 It was

called “Autobiography 1952.”43 After a theatrical opening filled with birth-

related imagery, the poem’s speaker (who is exactly the same age as the poet) re-

tells his life story. He recalls his “merry and small” hands at play when he was

seven years old (“in ’31”), but immediately afterwards leaps ahead to when he

was seventeen and first learned to hold a gun (“And in ’41 . . .”). The allusion to

military activity at this age casts the speaker as a typical Israeli adolescent—army

training for high school students was part of daily life for Jewish youth in the

1940s in Palestine. The poem intimates that its speaker fought bloody battles in

the years that followed 1941; it concludes in spring 1952, when he has become a

civilian family man. There is no hint in this chronological narrative, however,

as to what transpired between 1931 and 1941. Although “Autobiography 1952”
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preceded the declaration “When I was young the country was young . . .”44 by

twenty-five years, the poems share a core belief: the parallel identification

between Israel and the speaker. There is another similarity, however: neither

poem discloses where the “child” or the “young one” came from.

Both poems reflect the prevailing generational conviction that the self be-

gins with the Land of Israel and is entirely captured by its boundaries. The

Zionist myth, which accompanied the development of society and culture in

the Jewish settlement in Palestine and later in the State of Israel, was that the

Land of Israel would redeem the Jews from the Diaspora. It would bring about

a spiritual and social revival of the Jewish people.45 In his magnum opus, He-

brew Narrative Fiction, Gershon Shaked wrote, “The terms ‘exilic’ and ‘Israeli’ be-

came two poles that characterized the thinking of Israeli society, in which

‘Israeli’ signifies the new, healthy and erect, while the ‘diasporic,’—the old,

sick and bent-over.”46 He observed that “writers were called upon to identify

with the strong, victorious, conquering [Israeli] hero.”47 According to this

analysis, Amichai’s self-presentation as a near-native and his attempt to hide

his strong ties to Europe were not an individual or idiosyncratic phenomenon.

Rather, his self-made persona fit the general belief that in order to create a new,

free nation in Israel, one had to suppress the diasporic past, identify completely

with the Zionist ideology, and immerse oneself, body and soul, in Zionist goals.

It is tempting to read Amichai’s poetry as the unfolding narrative of a

man’s life from childhood through his wars, his loves, his partings, and his

conflicts. Indeed, Amichai’s Israel-centric self-portrayal misled many critics,

who failed to see that beneath this picture lay another one, which the poet

painted over. A careful reading of Poems: 1948–1962 reveals that, contrary to

common belief, Amichai’s poems contain little concrete information from the

poet’s early life. As Glenda Abramson rightly notes in The Writing of Yehuda

Amichai, “Amichai’s poetry falls somewhere between both possibilities, auto-

biographical in appearance and mood rather than in substance.”48 Amichai

may have replaced the collective “we” with an “I,” but that “I” in his verse is

quite amorphous. Like most Israelis, the speaker of Amichai’s poems fights in

wars and loses friends, falls in love and suffers heartbreak, is familiar with the

Bible but has questioned God. Yet, many details are missing from this portrait.

Absent are his childhood landscapes, their textures and smells, the sounds the

child heard and the people who inhabited his world. Amichai’s earliest im-

pressions are almost always missing from his “autobiographical” poems, and

in “Autobiography 1952” this absence is particularly conspicuous; in a poem

12 introduction



that begins its biographical account in 1931, Amichai did not even hint at his

experiences in Nazi Germany. This incomplete poetic autobiography has been

unquestioningly accepted by Amichai’s critics and welcomed by his readers, as

it reflects their idealized image of their poet. The truth, however, lies some-

where between the repressed and the unveiled.

On a piece of lined paper, another poem entitled “Autobiography” was hid-

ing.49 Unlike the canonical “Autobiography 1952,” it bears no date in its title.

Its penciled letters were never typed or printed; its lines are neither published in

a book nor read by Amichai’s wide, adoring public. The unpublished poem

does not begin with a child’s “merry hands” and refrains from Israeli allusions.

From between its short, hand-scribbled lines, a small, scared child emerges.

Devoid of any decorative scenery, the poem captures the stark essence of a by-

gone nightmare. Its first line is simple and haunting: “I ran away from the

Nazis.” But this flight does not lead to the safe shores of Palestine. Although

the Nazis are left behind, the speaker cannot truly escape them, and they con-

tinue chasing him. “They are now inside me,” he confesses, and, as the poem

continues, he depicts himself in schizophrenic terms: he forever remains both

the guard and the captive, the assailant and the victim. The Hebrew alliteration

makeh / mukeh underscores the bond between the “one who beats” (makeh), and

“the one who is beaten” (mukeh). The poem does not divulge the cause of this

duality. The speaker’s declaration that he must be a “prison guard” of his own

fears suggests the need to ensure that his weakness will never be visible. Per-

haps Amichai dubs himself an eternal inmate in “concentration camps,” be-

cause after coming face to face with the Nazis as a child, he will never feel com-

pletely free, even as an Israeli. Amichai never shared this tortured

representation of himself with his readers, but he did not destroy the poem, ei-

ther. After the poet’s death, this pregnant scrap of paper made its way into his

archives, where I found it in 2002.

Concealing the phantoms of a European childhood, however, was not

unique to Amichai. In fact, he belongs to a fraternity of writers who grappled

with their diasporic past. The negation of this past was an integral part of the

Zionist construction of the national identity. According to the Zionist myth,

the Land of Israel would redeem the stereotypically weak Jew and transform

him physically and psychologically into a strong Hebrew man.50 In the

decades that preceded the establishment of the state and through the 1960s,

writers and critics alike cooperated in the perpetuation of this myth, stifling

anything that would undermine the Zionist ideal. Like other members of his
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generation who immigrated to Palestine at a young age, Amichai felt com-

pelled to repress the earlier period of his life. It is not surprising, therefore,

that scholars and readers welcomed the Israeli poetic persona that Amichai

forged. Most critics ignore the inner conflicts inherent in his biography and

fail to see how his poetry works to blur the traces of his foreign origins.

In the mid-1980s, far from Israel and Israeli scholarly preconceptions, I

began working on a doctoral dissertation on Yehuda Amichai. Faced with

the poetic corpus of this canonical yet popular poet, I was struck by the criti-

cal neglect of much of Amichai’s later verse. Having deemed that later

poetry uninventive and postcanonical, critics were biased in favor of study-

ing his groundbreaking early poems. I approached Amichai’s entire corpus

from a different angle, attempting to uncover the underlying structures and

patterns that define his poetic oeuvre as a whole. I posited an overarching

thematic and formal principle, the essence of which was this: behind what

we see hides another reality, and the truth is often covered by a deceptive

façade.

At the time, Amichai had yet to write “What Did I Learn in the Wars,”

which declares the “wisdom of camouflage” to be the foremost lesson he

learned during the wars.51 Even without this text, I had already detected the

substructure of camouflage in his poetry from the mid-1980s—the idea of a

veiled, or camouflaged, truth is not limited to his later poems, however. In

fact, it is present in an embryonic form even in his earliest ones. In “It Has

Been a While since They Asked,” he wrote, “A dead tree stands together with

those that blossom, a dead tree. / It’s an old mistake, an ancient misunder-

standing.”52 Likewise, in “Poems for Rosh Hashanah III,” there is this image:

“the house that is partially demolished / is similar to the house that is not yet

completed.”53 In both cases, the observer is unable to distinguish between

opposites, for the dead and the living, the built and the destroyed, look ex-

actly alike. As with many other images scattered throughout Amichai’s

oeuvre, the “tree” and the “house” suggest that reality is not to be taken at

face value. Moreover, within this skeptical vision of the physical world there

is an underlying metapoetic warning—that words (in this case, poetry) may

say one thing, but mean another.

Although at that stage in my work I did not fully grasp the far-reaching ram-

ifications of the poet’s underlying purpose, I did realize its potential interpreta-

tive power as an indicator of Amichai’s creative process. In much of Amichai’s
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verse, the truth does not so much lie beneath the surface as it is consciously

concealed:

And my yearnings are closed inside me

Like air pockets in a loaf of bread.

On the outside, I am smooth and quiet and brown.

The world loves me.

But my hair is sad as reeds in a drying swamp—

All the rare birds with beautiful plumage

Flee from me.54

Here, the poetic “I” covers his inner pain with a smooth, unified shell. Like

the “tree” and the “house,” this very early work may be read as a literary self-

reflection: Amichai’s desire to preserve the intactness of the “brown crust” dic-

tates a way of writing that incorporates the “air pockets” of yearning without

revealing them. Read metaphorically, the concept of the crusted bread can

apply to all of Amichai’s verse. Underneath the calm, comforting exterior of

many of his poems, longings churn and regretful memories linger, but the

source of these longings and memories remains buried.

As I continued my studies, I became increasingly intrigued by the disparity

between inside and outside that passes through Amichai’s poetry as a common

thread. It became evident to me that this disparity is more than a mere poetic

structure. Returning to the poems from his formative period, I set out to un-

earth the deeper implications of this phenomenon and determine whether it at-

tests to inner truths that the poet had consciously camouflaged. As I was famil-

iar with Amichai’s biographical outline, I suspected that the motivation for

avoiding certain materials in Poems: 1948–1962 was tied to his personal history.

Contrary to the critical consensus on the autobiographical nature of his poetry,

I observed that the volume that established him as an important poet actually

reveals very little of his life. At the center of this lyrical collection stands the in-

dividual speaker, as befitting the work of a poet who deposed the collective

voice of his predecessors and placed the “I” at the center of Hebrew poetry.

Nevertheless, the poems that allude to the early years of the poetic “I” speak in

generalities and leave out many of the particulars of their author’s childhood

and past. Cracks in the poetic façade intimate that this autobiographical veneer

is hiding personal landmarks.
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The combination of Amichai’s European origins and my own life experi-

ences pointed me to the loci of emotional turmoil in his poetry. Language, the

poet’s clay, the material in which he creates, was the first area I questioned.

Having lived between two languages myself—Hebrew and English—I recog-

nized that the poet’s linguistic background was an issue. I wanted to know

what happened to Amichai’s German mother tongue on his way to becoming

an Israeli Hebrew poet.

Admittedly, the loss of a mother tongue is not unique to Amichai. The

twentieth-century revival of the ancient Hebrew language in Palestine played an

integral part in the formation of the Zionist national entity. Like other immi-

grants, Amichai was expected to abandon his mother tongue and, conse-

quently, he wrote an entire corpus in his acquired language, Hebrew. The ab-

sence of any trace of German from the poetry of the German-born Amichai

was unconditionally accepted by Israeli critics and readers. In contrast, I strove

to understand the ways Amichai metabolized the loss of the German language

in his verse and maneuvered between the two languages and cultures. Follow-

ing my investigation into the role of one’s mother tongue in the psychological-

literary realm, I hypothesized that the language of childhood continues living

in the writing of the adult poets. I was convinced that works that are not written

in the author’s mother tongue still contain remnants of the sounds that he ab-

sorbed as an infant and internalized as a child. Amichai, who arrived in Pales-

tine when he was twelve, could not have forgotten or completely abandoned the

language in which he grew up. My premise was that although Amichai had to

suppress the linguistic sources that nurtured him, these sources could not have

disappeared completely.

I went to Amichai, who by then had become my friend, and he agreed to let

me pry into the origins of his writing. In a day-long conversation at his home in

Jerusalem in the summer of 1996, I tried to learn if and how the German lan-

guage had affected his work. Acknowledging the foreign roots of many Israe-

lis, he “diagnosed” schizophrenia as a normal Israeli condition. In his matter-

of-fact, calm manner, he created a spontaneous simile: “A person has two

souls, like he has two feet.” Although he did not spell it out, I understood this

metaphoric duality to apply to the function of the two languages, German and

Hebrew, in his own psyche. I asked if he ever wrote poetry in his first language.

He conceded that he could still hear the music of his childhood rabbi’s German

sermons, but insisted he had known Hebrew “from age zero” and firmly re-

jected any suggestion that he ever wrote German verse.55
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This assertion was not true. A treasure trove of German phrases, stanzas,

and even short poems in Amichai’s handwriting attest to the poet’s own

“schizophrenia.” Four years after our meeting in Jerusalem, Amichai died. His

death gave my scholarly journey another motivation—the wish to pay him

homage. I traveled to the Beinecke Library at Yale. Before they were even cata-

logued, I searched through the thirty-four heavy cardboard boxes brimming

with newspaper clippings, final proofs of poems, and handwritten notes. It is

fair to assume that Amichai also wrote in German before 1954, but that mate-

rial is unfortunately not in the archive. What I did find was invaluable. A few

boxes held miniscule notepads from 1954 to 1959, whose orange or gray cov-

ers are marked with the month and the year and whose pages are crammed

with ideas and drafts of poems in large script. Other boxes contain larger

notebooks from the 1960s onward. Leafing through all these documents

showed me that Amichai’s linguistic heritage had not, in fact, disappeared;

German continues to simmer under the surface of his Hebrew publications. I

found short poems in German; drafts of published Hebrew poems in which

the key image or a stanza is jotted down in big, wild German letters; verse in

German script dotted with Hebrew terms like Kineret Lake or Mount Gilboa;

German and Hebrew mixed in the same sentence to form jarring metaphors.

What’s more, at times, clasped within the existing German lines are other

phantoms from the poet’s past.

On the back of an undated piece of stationery from the Hotel Helmhaus in

Zurich, I found a German name, a proper noun whose letters encapsulate

Amichai’s entire childhood. This word, forcefully inscribed in the Latin alpha-

bet and spelled with the proper umlaut, is the title of a handwritten Hebrew

poem, “Würzburg.”56 Nowhere in Amichai’s published oeuvre is this name

written out. When he alludes to it in his poetry, it is “the city of my childhood,”

and in his semi-autobiographical novel he calls his hometown “Weinburg.” In

the archived papers, however, the name Würzburg crowns the following

broken Hebrew lines: “Pass quickly / before the place / where you were born

. . .” The disparity between title and text is clearer in the archive because they are

written in two different alphabets, the German and the Hebrew. This distinc-

tion is lost when the poem is translated. Thus, when an English translation of

this fragment appeared posthumously in the New York Times in 2004, there was

no indication that the original is a bilingual text or that it is the first in a three-

part sequence.57 The two segments that follow “Würzburg” are entitled “Trav-

els” and “Germany”; they recall the scenes that led to Amichai’s flight from his
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former homeland. “The hand” that saluted Hitler is depicted under the title

“Germany,” and the Nazi greeting, “Heil,” is the only German word embedded

in this otherwise Hebrew stanza. Like the word “Würzburg,” it is written in

Latin script. “Würzburg,” “Heil,” and the hand saluting Hitler, however, re-

main buried. This bilingual poetic record of the poet’s torment never reached

Amichai’s readership.

Single German words like “Würzburg” and longer German segments found

in the archive show that German remained at Amichai’s fingertips and evoked

the trauma of persecution even after he was forty years old. More significantly,

the German drafts document Amichai’s creative process: he conceived and

wrote poems in German only to translate them into Hebrew, and ultimately

transplanted these translations into the local, Israeli milieu of his poems. These

handwritten scraps and the poems they nourished are the embodiment of the

underlying substructure of Amichai’s poetry. They expose the German “truth”

beneath the Hebrew façade, and the European landscape beneath the Israeli to-

pography and history in some of Amichai’s most frequently quoted poems. Be-

cause these foreign origins are camouflaged, the poems are perceived as exclu-

sively Israeli. The German lines found only among Amichai’s unpublished

papers undermine that interpretation and endow the poems with new meaning.

Looking at the published Amichai and the hidden, archived Amichai side by

side, I more clearly understood the motivation behind his monumental effort to

suppress some of the most significant landmarks of his life. In striving to be-

come an Israeli, Amichai had to repress his experiences as a child in Germany

and his mother tongue, but in order to be a poet, he had to remember them. His

idiosyncratic solution to this conflict was the practice of camouflage. Amichai

hid “foreign” (that is, European) linguistic, cultural, and biographical residues

of his past in the deepest layers of his texts. This enabled him simultaneously

to conceal and preserve these materials in his verse. It is a strategy that served

him throughout his entire creative life.

The roots of this poetic and psychological mechanism lie in Amichai’s child-

hood and the rift that tore it apart: his community’s persecution in Germany.

Amichai, along with the other Jewish children of Wuerzburg, was routinely tar-

geted by the Catholic school students. In interviews, his fellow pupils described

how they were beaten up on the way to school if they were caught alone or were

not fast enough to escape. They learned to avoid drawing attention to them-

selves. Like his peers, the young Amichai learned the “wisdom of camouflage”

and internalized the protective strategy of blending into his surroundings. This
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lesson served him again over a decade later when he fought in the War of Inde-

pendence. Like the Jewish child in Wuerzburg, the young soldier had to keep

himself from being noticed—this time, to avoid enemy fire.

By the time he became a soldier, however, the scope of camouflage in his life

had expanded drastically. It had become a method of social and cultural assim-

ilation as well as a mechanism of physical self-preservation. After his migra-

tion to Palestine in his early adolescence, not sticking out became a way for

Amichai to conform to the expectations placed on him. Assimilation was the

rule for new immigrants and it seemed especially desirable to a twelve-year-old

boy who just wanted to fit in. As a result of this social pressure, Amichai did not

identify himself as an immigrant or a refugee, but instead as a member of the

elite generation that struggled for Israel’s independence.58 Thus, Amichai’s

poetic theme of a façade that conceals the truth applies to how he formed his

Israeli identity as well.

As the years passed, the strategy that protected him from bodily harm in child-

hood and served the drive to conform in adolescence became a psychological tool

for the suppression of emotional turmoil. Amichai used camouflage to cope with

both traumatic events from his childhood and betrayal by the woman he loved.

Covering these painful aspects of his past enabled the construction of a strong Is-

raeli identity. Camouflage became a mechanism that he used whenever the whole-

ness or integrity of his self was threatened. The cohesive Israeli persona was the

protector of his fragile inner world, and Amichai guarded it with all his might.

Yet part of Amichai’s personality conflicted with his Israeliness; this part,

his past, he knew to be of vital importance for his creative self. By inventing the

poetics of camouflage early in his career, Amichai learned to walk the thin line

between his clashing identities. He became a model Israeli poet, rooted in the

land, its landscape, its history, and its language, by hiding certain facets of his

personal history and highlighting others. Camouflage allowed Amichai to min-

imize the psychological and poetic price of repression. It enabled him to forge

a personal mythology that would befit a national poet without discarding his

formative experiences. This book follows the making of Amichai as the na-

tional poet, uncovering and interpreting the abandoned landmarks of the past

that survive, although veiled, in his corpus.

The theory of camouflage offered here illuminates the inner logic behind

Amichai’s work—why some biographical elements are hidden while others are

revealed—and the literary and extraliterary methods the poet used to weave to-

gether the secret and the known. With this key to Amichai’s poetics and inner
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life, it is possible to reread his entire corpus and understand it anew. “Camou-

flage” explains various textual phenomena that seem incongruous and answers

all of the questions raised earlier in this chapter.

The identification of this strategy explains why Amichai abandoned impor-

tant life landmarks—the love for Ruth Z. and much of his childhood—in his

seemingly autobiographical verse. Wuerzburg, Little Ruth, the German lan-

guage, and the experience of migration were all but barred from Amichai’s

published poetry lest they jeopardize his image as a quintessential Israeli and

endanger the reception of his work. Although Ruth Z. was not part of his child-

hood, she could still damage the image of the consecrated Israeli poet Amichai

had crafted: she knew about his pre-war literary ambition and had the proof of

it in the letters. The method and the degree of camouflage varied with each of

the landmarks, but the principle remained.

The fact that the poet openly included the prayer book, Biblical texts, and

Jewish customs that he knew from his infancy, as well as his Orthodox father,

is testimony to the selective logic of camouflage. After all, these elements rein-

force, rather than challenge, his Israeli persona. Although Amichai rejected

his father’s faith, the language of that religion was intertwined with the love

for the father and remains the solid bedrock of Amichai’s first book, as well as

the poetry that followed. In fact, the warm reception that Amichai’s poetry re-

ceived in Israel and its continuing popularity can be attributed partly to the

presence of these particular elements from his childhood. The poetic use of

camouflage is even more effective because Amichai does embrace these ele-

ments in his poetry, fooling many into believing it is wholly autobiographical.

Critics have long considered the caring, worrying father and the liturgical and

biblical language as the classic markers of the autobiographical nature of

Amichai’s poetry.59

Granted, Amichai was open about some traumatic and non-Israeli segments

of his past in his oeuvre. He wrote short stories, radio skits, and a semi-

autobiographical epic in which the Wuerzburg of his childhood and the experi-

ence of migration play a role. In addition, Little Ruth is a protagonist of his first

novel, Not of This Time, Not of This Place, which is set in Wuerzburg and even con-

tains a few German phrases. These disclosures in his prose and drama, how-

ever, are simply another facet of camouflage. Because Amichai hoped to make

a name for himself as a national poet, he kept poetry, his canonical genre, al-

most entirely Israel-centric. As he could not keep these experiences perma-

nently repressed, he allowed pieces of them to slip, barely masked, into his
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more marginal genres. Prose became Amichai’s repository for the truth be-

cause he valued it less and, as such, it contains the emotional-psychological in-

spiration that his poetry conceals.60 Nevertheless, certain secrets were even

kept out of his prose, and he always remained aware of the possible negative

effects that his revelations might have on his Israeli persona. Consequently, he

did not publish his novel until after he had cemented his reputation as an Israeli

poet with Poems: 1948–1962.

Orchestrations of this kind and the tweaking of significant biographical

and literary dates were yet another form of camouflage. Through his autobio-

graphical accounts in interviews and articles, Amichai minimized those parts

of his life story that did not advance his persona as a national poet and exagger-

ated those that did. He “corrected” facts, as well as publication and biographi-

cal chronologies. A minor inconsistency in the year he immigrated to Israel

may be a reflection of his attempt to reduce the time that he spent as a German

child. The Wuerzburg city archives record his family as living in Wuerzburg

until 1936; the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusa-

lem, as well as the Encyclopedia Judaica, confirm 1936 as the year of his immigra-

tion. In early interviews, Amichai gave 1936 as the year he emigrated, but begin-

ning in the late 1970s, he would often say that he left for Palestine one year

earlier, in 1935.

Amichai also consistently minimized Wuerzburg’s role as his hometown,

especially in interviews he granted in Israel.61 He referred to Jerusalem, not

Wuerzburg, as the “landscape of [his] childhood”62 and said that his “child-

hood” took place during the riots of 1936–39, even though he was no longer a

“child” then, but a teenager.63 When he did talk about Wuerzburg, he empha-

sized Hebrew over German and the synagogue over his school’s German cur-

riculum. He insisted that he had been called by the Hebrew name “Yehuda” in

Wuerzburg, despite the fact that his surviving classmates remember that every-

one called him “Ludwig,” even in the Jewish school.64 Although his classmates

recall that they could not speak Hebrew when they left Germany, Amichai im-

plied in his interviews that he was almost fluent in that language when he ar-

rived in Israel.65 Finally, Amichai claimed that the rise of the Nazis and the at-

tacks on Jewish children by Nazi students “were not deep traumas.”66 Even

though his family essentially fled Wuerzburg, he denied that they were “run-

ning away”67 and described the trip as “a great happy event.” Projecting Zion-

ism onto the child’s perspective, he said that he felt he was “going home,” as

opposed to leaving home.68
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The discovery of another instance of Amichai’s chronological camouflag-

ing is tied to the discovery of Ruth Z.’s letters and has the greatest implication

for the literary study of his development as a poet. Amichai camouflaged the

personal side of his life between the springs of 1946 and 1948 in order to have

the chronology of his writing chime with that of the country’s history.69 After

the War of Independence, he subtly altered the timeline of his poetic career,

synchronizing his creative naissance with the birth of Israel. In interviews, as

well as in poems about his creative calling, Amichai stated or implied that he

had never desired to be a poet—that, rather, the 1948 battles in the Negev

caused him to start writing poetry spontaneously to comfort himself.70

From my interviews with Ruth Z. and from Amichai’s letters to her, how-

ever, we know that by January 1948 Amichai had already been writing for at

least two years and believed poetry was his life’s mission. Throughout her re-

lationship with Amichai, Ruth Z. read many of his poems. In his letters to

her, he documented his total commitment to perfecting his craft and copied

long segments of poems he had prepared for competitions. Ruth Z. was not

passed over in his biographical accounts just because of the pain she caused

him; rather, she was the sole intimate witness to a period of his life that he

wished to reframe. Amichai had to camouflage Ruth Z. because his time with

her contradicted the creative autobiography he had forged, which had him

bursting forth as a poet because of, and in unison with, the establishment of

the state.

The drastic difference between the levels of openness in Amichai’s earlier

and later poetics confirms how deep-rooted the camouflage had been. The her-

metic, enigmatic nature of much of Poems: 1948–1962 is due to the varied tac-

tics of camouflage Amichai employed during that period. After publishing his

canonical collection and his autobiographical novel, he gradually opened up.

But it was not until two decades later that Amichai first began to allow the most

problematic or painful materials he had buried to emerge. In 1980, he pub-

lished The Great Tranquility: Questions and Answers, which contains the first poems

that refer almost openly to his relationship with Ruth Z. and to his life as a

teacher in Haifa. In 1989, in his penultimate book, Even the Fist Was Once an Open

Palm and Fingers, he dedicated an entire poem to “Little Ruth” for the first time,

using her nickname as its title.71 In the same volume, he included the self-

referential poem “What Did I Learn in the Wars,”72 which exposes both the lit-

erary practice of camouflage and its experiential origins by describing the wis-

dom of war and the wisdom of poetry in the same words:
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. . . above all, I learned the wisdom of camouflage,

Not to stand out, not to be recognized

Not to be apart from what’s around me

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Let them think I am a bush or a lamb

A tree, a shadow of a tree. . .73

For Amichai, the same defensive strategy applied to both war and writing. The

process of self-exposure culminated in 1998, in his final collection, Open Closed

Open (for a photograph of Amichai in 1998, see image 16).74 There, it becomes

evident that his emotional life and his childhood were fully available to him as

poetic materials.

This “relaxing” of camouflage occurred because, as Amichai grew older, he

became increasingly secure with who he was and confident in his status as a na-

tional Israeli poet. Additionally, by the 1980s, the Israeli social climate had be-

come more pluralistic, allowing foreign sensibilities into the Israeli milieu and

diminishing the need for camouflage.75 Nevertheless, certain aspects of

Amichai’s past, like the German language, never emerge from the subtext of

his verse.

There is only one known place where much of Amichai’s inner world is laid

almost bare in writing—the letters to Ruth Z. In them, one can see the raw bio-

graphical and linguistic sources of Amichai’s literary work, and the motiva-

tions for his poetics of camouflage. They are a rare, intimate reflection of the

intersection between Amichai’s passage from adolescence to maturity and his

identification as a poet, and Israel’s evolution from its prenation status into an

independent state.

This temporal overlap generated an inner transformation: while Amichai,

the fledgling poet, was spreading his literary wings, his patriotic conviction

soared. The letters he mailed from Haifa to New York from 1947 to 1948 are per-

haps the only record of the conflict between the creative and the national trajec-

tories. They track Amichai’s attempts to integrate his poetic self and its foreign

heritage with his growing Israeliness. At this crossroads of identities, Amichai

reached the emotional-psychological resolution that ultimately developed into

the poetics of camouflage.

In the letters, therefore, one can find the primal scenes that Amichai would

eventually hide. Among them are the longings for the snowfalls of his child-

hood and the clichéd frozen bird he was forced to include in his grade-school
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compositions about winter, the monogrammed sheets that his mother em-

broidered for her dowry in a small German village, and the ill-fated argument

with Little Ruth.76 Moreover, the letters reveal the strong attachment that re-

mained between the poet and his mother tongue. Approximately a third of

them contain poems in German or translations from that language. Despite

his denials, this emerging Israeli drew inspiration from the language of his

childhood. The letters encapsulate Amichai’s attempts to fuse elements of the

German literary tradition with his Israeli existence. Perhaps more than any of

the others, one letter attests to Amichai’s desire to combine his German past

and his new identity as a soldier-poet.

It was dawn, February 28, 1948, when Amichai wrote to Ruth Z. He had just

returned home after a fierce shoot-out that followed a night of lying in ambush

“with the finger pressed to the trigger.”77 In vivid language, he describes his

fear and the climactic moment of action when his fright turned to ecstasy. The

letter moves seamlessly from the tensions of that wintry night in 1948 to an epic

by Rilke set in medieval Europe.78 From memory, Amichai describes how

Rilke’s hero was fighting his last battle alone in the enemy camp, disconnected

from his soldiers. At the height of danger, as the enemies poured in from all di-

rections, raising their rounded sabers, a playful joy came over the hero. The

crooked swords suddenly seemed to the lone soldier like the jets of water that

he remembered from the fountain of his father’s glorious palace. At this point,

the narrative of Amichai’s letter returns in midsentence to the modern battle. It

states that there is a limit to fear and that beyond this limit, fear evaporates and

one can find the strength to pull the trigger of the machine gun.

This heroic story that Amichai told is an invaluable key to his art, not be-

cause of the identification with Rilke’s epic, but, rather, because of Amichai’s

digressions from it. His version reveals the way he intertwined the classical text

with his own psychological makeup, as well as how his childhood memories

and the German poet Rilke became a source of strength for him in times of

danger. While in both Rilke’s epic and Amichai’s retelling of it in the letter, the

enemies’ swords remind the hero of a fountain, Amichai adds the location of

these arching streams of water: the splendid garden of his father’s palace. The

fountains in Rilke’s original narrative are not from any particular place. With

this supplement, Amichai conflates the German language of Rilke’s epic and

its European setting with the architecture of his own hometown, Wuerzburg.

The palace’s gardens find their way into Amichai’s recollection of Rilke be-

cause for Amichai they recalled the Hofgarten, Wuerzburg’s landmark. The jets
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of water in the epic triggered the memory of the elaborate fountains that

adorned Wuerzburg’s palace. Moreover, Amichai merges his beloved poet’s

spirit with the radiant figure of his own father. Together, they provide the

young, scared soldier with courage. Amichai thus imports an early memory

into Rilke’s epic, which had nothing to do with childhood, and secures a place

for a father where there is none. His letter transports Rilke’s medieval Euro-

pean battlefield and the modern Middle Eastern gunfire to the town where Ami-

chai grew up, the beloved son of a man who was his king. It is not far-fetched to

assume that at the height of battle, and of fear, a composite of Rilke’s epic,

Amichai’s own hometown, and his beloved father endowed Amichai with the

strength needed to continue and survive the battle.

Rilke’s German epic appears in the letter unmasked and affords a peek into

Amichai’s artistic process. Amichai’s re-creation of the tale reveals how he

used materials from his past like the work of the great German poet and the

landscape of his hometown to help him in forming his new identity as a coura-

geous Israeli fighter. These materials remained available to him for the rest of

his career, but they never again appear in such an overt form as in the letter. In

his verse, Amichai hides his strong bond to the German language and its cul-

ture, along with the fountains he remembered from the palace garden. Only in

the letter are they on the surface of the text.

The letters are not only an essential intertext for much of Amichai’s corpus,

they are also the last (and only surviving) pieces of writing in which he makes

no attempt to hide his past or the subjects of his poetry. Drawing on both

Amichai’s published oeuvre and these materials that were not previously avail-

able to scholarship, this book reconstructs a research-generated “bildung-

narrative.” It presents a biographical description of young Amichai’s life from

his birth in 1924, through his adolescence, to the time immediately before the

establishment of the State of Israel in the spring of 1948 and his ultimate emer-

gence as a poet. It uses the information gleaned from these personally and his-

torically crucial periods as an apparatus to understand Amichai’s writing as a

whole. My portrayal of Amichai embraces that which the writer had self-

censored. It looks beyond Amichai’s literary persona as an Israeli national poet,

to his diasporic past, and studies the ways in which this clandestine period

manifests itself in his poetry.
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