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REVIEWED BY RON H. FELDMAN

mos Oz’s reputation is al-

ready firmly entrenched

as one of Israel’s leading
authors. A versatile writer, at
home in many forms, Oz is proba-
bly best known in America for
such novels as “A Perfect Peace”
and “Elsewhere, Perhaps” and the
collection of essays “In the Land of
Israel,” written after the 1982 Leb-
anon war. In his own country he is
equaily well known as a left-wing
political figure whose political
tracts and commentary are among
the best in Israel’s highly politi-
cized culture.

Oz’s forte is a devastating ex-
ploration of the individual and col-
lective Israeli psyche, and this skill
is readily apparent in his latest
novel, “Black Box.” The year is
1976; the lives of the novel’s char-
acters have figuratively crashed
and burned; and they are trying to
sort out what happened. The flight
data recorder — or black box — is
in this case the chain of correspon-
dence between the characters who
make up the novel.

As in a number of Oz’s novels,
the plot involves a love friangle
with a woman at the center. llana

is an attractive woman of Polish

extraction now married to Michel,
an Algerian Jew who arrived in
Israel via France, and by whom
she has a 3-year-old daughter. Her
first born, Boaz, is a handsome and
strong youth of 16 who lives at a
boarding school and is on the edge
of becoming a juvenile delinquent.

This epistolary novel begins
with Ilana breaking a silence of
seven years and writing Alex, her
ex-husband and Boaz’s father, to
plead for money and help for Boaz.
Alex and Ilana met while in the
army, where he was a dashing
tank corps officer and war hero.
He divorced her after discovering
that she had slept with “three divi-
sions” of men. Today, a famous
professor of political science in
Chicago, he has inherited a for-
tune from his father, an immi-
grant from Russia who made his
money from real estate and busi-
ness during the British Mandate.

Oz is a master at integrating
the bubbling politics, culture and
history of Israel into the lives of his

characters, and this same inter- -

play is at work here. We learn that
a few years ago, Alex won out in
the generational conflict by suc-
cessfully institutionalizing his mad
father in a sanatorium. To him,
this represents a kind of victory
for the native-born Sabras against
their European-born parents who
created the state of Israel. But now
Alex is lonely and ill; his emotional
and physical strength, which Oz
indicates is symbolic of his genera-
tion, is waning.

Alex directs his lawyer in Je-
rusalem to pay Ilana and Michel a
small amount; a subsequent re-
quest from Ilana for a substantial-
ly larger amount is also given. This
is surprising to the lawyer (and the

generation of power.

Letters From a Smoldering Land

reader) as much for political as for
personal reasons, since Alex — an
academic expert on political fanat-
icism, which he detests — is on the
political left. Michel, in contrast, is
one of those fanatics who has God

on his side, a religious-political
right-winger advocating the expul-
sion of Arabs from the occupied
territories.

Alex’s money liberates Michel
from his teacher’s job to become a
full-time politico and real estate
developer in the “liberated” areas
of the promised land. Michel —
embodying both the religious-po-
litical right wing and the Oriental
Jews who immigrated from Arab
countries — represents the next

v

respondence is under way, Michel
attempts to take Boaz under his
wing, hoping to set him on the
path of righteousness. He uses his
family connections to keep Boaz
out of police custody, first getting
him a job with a greengrocer, then
placing him in a yeshiva in Kiryat
Arba, a Jewish settlement next to
the West Bank city of Hebron. Re-
bellious, unruly and unschooled,
Boaz becomes something of a na-
ture-man, a “Tarzan” who only
wants to be left alone and wants
everyone to leave everyone else
alone to live in peace, whether
family or enemy, Jew or Arab. His
is the voice of the “simple people,”
in whose mouth Oz puts level-
headed common sense:

“Dont be angry Michel you no
your a lovely good person the only
trubble is youve got this obseshun
that everyones got to be exactly
the same as you and anyone who
isnt like you you think their not
really a human being ... All the
favors youve done to Ilana and me
and the country Michel they arnt
good enough unless you let ev-
ryone live there own life. Take Kir-
yat Arba were you sent me its a
very nice place with a view and
everything the only trubble is its
just not the rite place for someone.
like me thats not relidgous and
dont belive that what the starte
needs is to keep conkering the ar-
abs and take their places away
from them. In my opinion we
should-leave them alone and they
should leave us alone.”

t is through Boaz that a new
future is possible. As he begins
to renovate the family estate,
he attracts a small following to his
commune along the coast near
Zikhron Yaakov, one of the oldest
towns established by the Zionists.

It is no accident that Oz plays off
i — an echa aof the
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