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Amos Oz, Israel’s foremost novelist, once wrote
that he wished he would wake up one day and find Israel
on the back pages of the newspapers. But the complexi-
ties of history and, as Richard Rubinstein once wrote in
a book with that title, The Cunning of History (1975),
put Israel on the front pages day after day. Israel—and
the Middle East—dominates the news, and the news
and history dominate Israel. It is a wretched relation-
ship, often strangling, certainly determining that Israel
is a place where the personal is the political, and the
political is psychological and personal.

Karen Alkalay-Gut, an Israeli poet and practitio-
ner of poetry in English, captures the warp and woof
of this personal/historical relationship in a colloquial
rhetoric that often smoothly masks the complexity of
the poem’s subject. When she is good at this, she is very
good, as in the title poem, “So Far So Good™:

What did I learn
On Ibn Gvirol Street?

That day I walked fast
to beat the odds

Outwitting Destruction

stopping
at each column

to peer out
at people,

suspicious
profiles,

and whispered
so far so good,

One time [ hung on
like Samson

and the column
whispered back,

“There are indeed
many of us here

to hide behind.

But you never know
where the front is.”

The political, with its inevitable psychological
dimensions, haunts Alkalay-Gut's poetry. As in
“Suicide Sister,” she weaves into the horrific prob-
lem of suicide bombers an identification with her
as a woman. Even the belt bomb is conveyed as
pregnancy:

Of course I think of her all the time,
walking with her belly in the streets of Jeru-
salem,

thinking all the time that at any minute
she might make herself give birth

to the rusted nails, shrapnel,

bullets in one big explosion

that might enter

the eye or the heart

of the baby in the stroller

wheeling towards her

at this very moment,

Or maybe she stops, suddenly
seeing a face in the Jewish crowd
that recalls her own grandmother
bent even now over shopping

And turms back

to face

whatever humiliations
that await

a living

WOTnan.

Here as elsewhere in her poems, the line lengths
become emphatic elements, and the female becomes
a metaphor for a desperate condition. Then there are
moments when the political situation becomes whim-
sical, as in “Dressing for Receptions,” where the poet
and an Arab woman discuss what would be best to
wear to a reception:

That's when I looked at her, not as I'd seen
her before,







