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Where the Amos Oz Story Begins

It begins in silence. A young boy sits in a Jerusalem café, promised 
an ice cream if he says nothing while the adults talk. He obeys. He 
listens. He watches. He reads faces as others might read Scripture. 
And something inside him begins to stir, something lifelong, 
something searching. That boy would become Amos Oz. That 
silence would become his voice.

I first encountered Amos Oz when I stumbled upon My Michael, 
his second novel, in a second‑hand bookshop, its spine cracked, 
pages yellowed from someone else’s hands. I didn’t know I would 
end up here. I didn’t know that years later, I would find myself 
not only reading Oz, but writing about him, closely, constantly, 
reverently. But I did know this: the silence between husband and 
wife on those pale Jerusalem nights that I read about in those pages, 
the subterranean dread, the hush of a story that refused to scream 
and instead merely endured, was the kind of literature that would 
stay with me. It has. Because Oz’s fiction doesn’t shout. It keeps you 
company long after you close the book. 

If you’ve never heard of Amos Oz, you should know this: for fifty 
years, he was Israel’s most beloved and celebrated writer, the author 
who captured for the world what it really felt like to live in that 
complicated country. He created one of the most morally charged, 
emotionally precise, and stylistically distinct bodies of literature in 
history. His novels were translated into dozens of languages, his 
political essays shaped national debates, and when he died in 2018, 
an entire nation mourned.

I’ve always been drawn to writers who don’t crowd the room 
with their voice, but instead make you lean in to listen. Oz was such 
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a writer. His prose doesn’t announce itself with fireworks. It lingers, 
like the desert landscapes he came to love during his walks at dawn 
in Arad, the town where he lived. But it had the power to stop you 
in your tracks. His novels aren’t exercises in stylistic pyrotechnics 
but rather careful examinations of the human heart in conflict with 
itself. His early work occasionally veered towards the extravagantly 
literary, but he gradually refined his style to achieve a powerful 
balance between lyrical expression and calibrated observation.

Think of those moments when someone whispers something so 
true it hits you harder than any outburst. That was Oz. His voice, 
calm and melancholy, spoke from the deepest places of his country, 
his people, and his broken childhood. Through his writing, he 
became not just Israel’s most beloved and representative novelist 
but the author who could tell you what it felt like to live there.

To say Amos Oz was a literary figure misses the point entirely. 
He was a force. A presence. A conscience that stood upright amid 
war and fanaticism, amid compromise and its impossibilities. He 
was more like that friend we all need, the one who tells you the 
truth even when it hurts, who sits with you in your pain without 
trying to fix it.

When Israeli President Rivlin eulogised Amos Oz as “the 
Dostoevsky of the Jewish people”,1 it wasn’t mere hyperbole. In 
Israel, a new Oz book could sell ten thousand copies in a single 
day. The people whose lives brushed against his recognised in 
him someone who understood their fears, dreams, desires, and 
hopes with uncanny precision. But more than that, they saw in 
him what his friend David Grossman called “the offspring of all 
the contradictory urges and pains within the Israeli psyche”.2 This 
tension wasn’t just a biographical footnote; it was the creative 
wellspring from which his art flowed. 

I had the privilege of nominating him for an honorary doctorate 
from the University of Melbourne back in 2011. It wasn’t just 
academic honour; it was a way of saying thank you to a man who 
helped us understand not just Israel, but ourselves. When I teach 
his work, something remarkable happens. Students who have never 
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been to Israel, never spoken Hebrew, and never lived through war, 
suddenly find themselves in his characters. There’s this moment 
(I’ve seen it happen numerous times) when a student realises that 
Hannah from My Michael isn’t just some Israeli housewife from the 
1950s. She’s every person who’s ever felt trapped in their own life, 
every dreamer whose inner world is so much richer than their daily 
reality that it’s driving them slowly crazy.

That’s the beauty of great literature, and Amos Oz understood 
it better than almost anyone. The more honestly you capture one 
specific time and place, the more universal you become. He wasn’t 
trying to write for the whole world. He was trying to understand 
his own corner of it so fully that the rest of us could see ourselves 
reflected back.

Some may think that Israeli literature would be all about wars 
and politics, heroic stories of national founding and military 
victory. But Oz was writing about a completely different truth. His 
Israel wasn’t the place you see on the news, all conflict and crisis 
and stirring speeches. His Israel was a place of silence. Of married 
couples who lived in the same house but might as well have been 
strangers. Of old soldiers who couldn’t talk about what they’d seen. 
Of dreamers who’d given up their dreams but couldn’t quite let 
them go.

The genius of this approach is that Oz understood something 
most writers miss: the real drama happens after the big events are 
over. He didn’t write about the revolution. He wrote about what 
happens when you wake up the morning after and still have to wash 
the dishes. His characters lived in the ruins of once-beautiful ideas: 
failed marriages, dying communes, political movements that had 
lost their way. What made him special was that he never mocked 
these failures. He treated them with the tenderness you’d show a 
wounded animal. That’s the emotional territory Oz mapped better 
than anyone.

His Israel is not the mythic land of milk and honey that you read 
about in tourist brochures, nor is it simply the embattled fortress 
state of newspaper headlines. It’s a place where rooms can be too 
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quiet, where husbands and wives share nothing but proximity, 
where veterans carry wounds that have no names. It’s a country 
struggling with its ghosts (biblical, personal, historical) all at the 
same time.

What I love about Oz is how he saw people. He had this idea that 
human beings are like peninsulas, partly connected to everyone 
around them, but also reaching out towards their private islands 
of loneliness. If you’ve ever felt crowded in a room full of people, 
or lonely in your own family, you know exactly what he meant. His 
stories live in that tension, and they never try to solve it because he 
knew it couldn’t be solved. It’s just part of being human.

The peninsula metaphor is brilliant because it captures a reality 
we all experience but rarely talk about. We need other people. We’re 
social creatures who wither in isolation. However, we also need 
solitude, privacy, and the space to be ourselves without having to 
explain ourselves or perform for, or accommodate, anyone else’s 
needs. Most of us spend our lives trying to balance these competing 
demands, and most of us never quite get it right.

In Oz’s fiction, you see this tension playing out everywhere. 
Kibbutz members who live just steps apart but struggle to bridge 
the emotional distance between them. Married couples who 
know each other’s habits but not each other’s dreams. Parents and 
children who love each other but speak different languages of the 
heart. It’s the most human thing in the world, and Oz wrote about 
it with a combination of sadness and acceptance that feels both 
heartbreaking and healing.

Here’s another element that made Oz fascinating: in public, 
he was Israel’s voice of reason, always talking about peace and 
understanding and the need for meeting halfway. However, in his 
novels, he wrote about the darker aspects, such as jealousy, rage, and 
the way people can destroy what they love most. It was as if he had 
two sides: the wise man who gave interviews about reconciliation, 
and the artist who knew how twisted and destructive we all can be.

That split is what made his writing so powerful. He could 
preach peace because he understood war, not just the kind with 
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guns and tanks, but the kind that happens between husbands and 
wives, parents and children, neighbours who used to be friends. He 
knew that the impulse towards violence lives in all of us, and that 
recognising it is the first step towards controlling it.

This dual existence, as a rational peace advocate by day and an 
explorer of human darkness by night, gave his work its particular 
authority. When he made the case about the need for coexistence 
between Israelis and Palestinians, it wasn’t naive optimism. It was 
hard-won wisdom from someone who’d looked into the heart of 
human cruelty and found reasons to hope anyway.

Amos Oz was born Amos Klausner in Jerusalem in 1939, into a 
house where books mattered more than people. Picture this: walls 
lined floor to ceiling with volumes in languages most people had 
never heard of, and in the middle of it all, a little boy trying to 
figure out how to get his parents’ attention.

His father, Yehuda Arieh Klausner, came from a family that 
had raised cattle and grown vegetables near Vilnius in Lithuania. 
He studied history and literature there and dreamed of becoming 
a professor of comparative literature but never gained traction in 
academia. Instead, he spent his life working as a librarian at the 
National Library of Israel. He was one of those erudite, cold men 
who spoke sixteen languages but couldn’t say “I love you” in any of 
them, a scholar whose shelves groaned with European dreams and 
Zionist texts, but who remained emotionally unreachable even to 
his own son.

Oz’s mother, Fania, was the opposite. All feeling, all poetry, 
all pain. Born in Rivne, then part of Poland, now Ukraine, she 
was melancholy and wounded, a fragile woman who never quite 
recovered from the devastation of exile and loss. Both parents had 
fled Eastern Europe in the 1930s, not because they were burning 
with Zionist fervour, but because everywhere else had slammed 
the door in their faces. They’d tried the United States, France, and 
Germany. Every door closed. Only Palestine, raw and unfinished, 
was open.

The weight of that displacement, that sense of being refugees 
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rather than pioneers, settled into the family atmosphere like dust. It 
was in everything, the way they spoke, the way they related to their 
neighbours, the way they held themselves apart from the grand 
national project happening all around them. Young Amos felt the 
undetonated charge of his parents’ unspoken losses. Children are 
like emotional seismographs. They register every tremor in the 
family atmosphere, even when they don’t understand what’s causing 
it. He could sense his father’s frustrated ambitions, his mother’s 
deepening depression, the way both of them carried wounds they 
couldn’t heal.

When Amos was twelve, his mother killed herself.
It’s hard to say what breaks in a child when a parent disappears 

like that, not in an accident, not in illness, but in deliberate 
vanishing. In A Tale of Love and Darkness, Oz wrote about that loss 
with unbearable courage that stings. But it would take him decades 
to face it on the page. At the time this personal earthquake took 
place, there were no grief counsellors, no soothing euphemisms. 
Just the blunt facts: the boy was motherless. The father did not 
speak of it. The young boy tried to make sense of why the person 
who loved him most chose to leave him. She’d been slipping for a 
while into silence, into sadness, into a dislocation her son could not 
grasp. Her death changed everything. It was the catastrophe at the 
centre of his life.

At fourteen and a half, reeling from his mother’s suicide, he 
packed a bag, walked away from his father’s house, and never 
went back. Think about that for a minute. A fourteen-and-a-half-
year-old kid deciding he’s had enough of his life and just … leaving. 
Walking away from everything familiar, from his home, his father, 
his entire identity, to start fresh. That takes guts most adults don’t 
have. But here’s what’s really something: he ran away from his past, 
then spent the rest of his life writing about it.

And so, in 1953, the teenage Amos showed up at Kibbutz Hulda. 
A skinny kid carrying too much grief for his age. It was a place 
with not much patience for gloomy teenagers who wanted to spend 
their time writing stories. The kibbutz movement represented one 
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of the most ambitious social experiments of the twentieth century. 
An attempt to create new forms of human community based on 
equality, cooperation, and shared ownership of property. For a 
traumatised adolescent fleeing family tragedy, it offered something 
his father’s intellectual world could not: belonging, purpose, and 
the promise that individual pain could be absorbed into collective 
healing.

He also changed his surname from Klausner to Oz, which means 
“courage” in Hebrew. It was like he was saying, “The old me is dead. 
I’m starting over.” The choice of the name Oz was significant in 
ways that went beyond its meaning. It’s a strong, simple word that 
sounds nothing like the European complexity of Klausner. It was 
a name that belonged to the new country, not the old world. But 
there’s irony here too, since the boy who chose “courage” as his new 
identity would spend his career writing about fragility, vulnerability 
and the ways we all break under pressure.

So, Oz ploughed the earth, kept watch, taught kids at the kibbutz 
school, and did whatever needed to be done. The kibbutz had rules 
about everyone contributing equally to the common good, and art 
wasn’t considered more valuable than any other kind of work. But 
Amos Oz was always watching, always writing stories in his head, 
always collecting the small dramas and disappointments that make 
up daily life in a community where privacy is limited and everyone 
knows everyone else’s business. The kibbutz gave him something 
his father’s bookish world never could: a reason to get up in the 
morning that had nothing to do with his own pain. When you’re 
responsible for driving the tractor that brings in the cotton harvest, 
or teaching Hebrew to immigrant children, or standing guard 
against infiltrators, your personal problems have to take a back 
seat to more immediate concerns. It was a form of therapy through 
useful work.

You should know this: at the age of six, Oz put a sign on his 
bedroom door that said “Amos Klausner, Author”. This kid wanted 
to write books, even before he understood what that meant. By 
his twenties, in Kibbutz Hulda, that crazy childhood dream was 
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starting to come true, but only because he’d found a way to balance 
it with the practical demands of community life. Kibbutz Hulda had 
become both his refuge and his laboratory. It gave him characters 
to write about, quiet spaces to think, and the rhythm of a life where 
art had to earn its place alongside everything else that mattered.

And then in 1965 Where the Jackals Howl arrived. Not with a 
manifesto, but with a stare, unblinking, refusing to avert its gaze 
from what most writers might flinch to describe. It was Oz’s 
first book, a debut in name only. The stories bore no signs of 
apprenticeship. They felt lived-in, carved from experience, already 
burning with the questions that would haunt the rest of his life. 
Oz was only twenty-six when he published this collection, but the 
stories feel like they were written by someone who had already lived 
through the answers to questions most writers are just beginning to 
ask. There’s a toll-paid quality to them, a slow-burning, settled grief 
that doesn’t come from theory or distance. It comes from scrubbing 
floors and hauling crates on Kibbutz Hulda by day, then writing 
by night with calloused hands and a conflicted heart. These stories 
were not imagined from afar. They were quarried out of sweat, 
solitude, and lived contradiction.

The title Where the Jackals Howl is significant in multiple ways. 
Jackals are creatures that appear after the main action is over, that 
make their living from the remains of other animals’ kills. The 
image suggests a literature concerned with aftermath, with the 
consequences of dramatic events rather than the events themselves. 
This was indeed the perspective that Oz brought to Israeli literature. 
Not the flag-draped story of national founding, but the softer, more 
thorny story of what it means to live in the shadow of that birth.

Before the essays, before the Nobel shortlists, before the world 
began looking to Amos Oz as Israel’s moral conscience, there was 
this: ten stories that don’t read like they were written by a newcomer. 
They read like a reckoning. What happens when dreams turn into 
obligations? When collective ideals begin to crush private longing? 
When a nation built on hope starts to strain under the promise of 
its own mythology? Oz wasn’t offering answers. He was walking 
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straight into the brokenness and staying there, not as a tourist, but 
as a witness.

You see it most clearly in the story “The Way of the Wind”, which 
unfolds with the slow inevitability of a Greek tragedy. A young man 
named Gideon, the sensitive son of a legendary kibbutz founder, 
tries to earn his father’s approval with a theatrical parachute jump 
on Independence Day. But in trying to stand out, trying to be seen, 
he drifts into high-voltage cables and dies in front of the whole 
community. The air is full of jets and wind, but what Gideon hears 
is silence. No recognition. No forgiveness. Oz doesn’t need to spell 
it out. The cables are literal, yes, but they are also the thin wires 
between love and duty, between legend and flesh. The story lands 
with a thud that doesn’t fade. It stays in the body.

And in “Nomad and Viper”, that same quiet devastation coils 
into something darker. A lonely woman, Geula, encounters a 
Bedouin shepherd near the orchard. He frightens her. Attracts her. 
She accuses him of rape, and her lie sets off a chain reaction of 
violence. Boys from the kibbutz grab sticks and march off into the 
dark, towards the Bedouin camp, fuelled by a hysteria they don’t 
question. Oz never shows us the beating. He just leaves us with 
Geula, bitten by a viper in the grass, dying alone with the knowledge 
that she unleashed something she cannot stop. This is how prejudice 
works in these stories, not in declarations, but in glances, in panic, 
in the stories we tell ourselves when we feel threatened.

Some stories move inward instead of outward. “Before His Time” 
is one of them. A father, long since broken by disillusionment, 
hears a knock at the door and imagines his dead son returning. He 
stands, heart pounding, to greet him and collapses. We don’t know 
what’s behind the door. We only know that the jackals are laughing 
in the hills. It’s a ghost story, but not the supernatural kind. It’s about 
the ghosts we live with, of choices unmade, of sons lost, of ideals 
abandoned. And it tells us, gently but firmly, that history doesn’t 
begin with us. It hangs. It repeats.

Even when Oz leaves the kibbutz, as in “Strange Fire”, he takes 
the same questions with him. In that story, a mother seduces her 
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daughter’s fiancé on the eve of the wedding. It’s not about lust, 
really. It’s about the unbearable ache of ageing, of being left behind, 
of watching someone else receive the happiness you thought you 
were promised. The seduction isn’t just physical; it’s existential. 
And afterwards, the wedding still happens. The lie stays hidden. 
But the damage is done. The fire still burns.

These stories don’t stack up into an argument. They gather, 
like clouds. Each one adding pressure, humidity, and density. And 
when the final story arrives, “Upon This Evil Earth”, a retelling of 
Jephthah’s vow to sacrifice his daughter for military victory, it’s like 
thunder cracking open everything we’ve read before. Oz rewrites 
the biblical story not to modernise it, but to show us that we’ve never 
really left it. That we are still making those vows. Still sacrificing 
our children for our beliefs. Still calling it a strength.

There’s something prophetic about the collection. Not in the 
religious sense, but in the moral one. Before Oz would become 
Israel’s secular prophet, before the essays and the civic speeches, 
there was this slim, grim book about kibbutzniks and violence, 
about love denied and lives lived in the long shadow of sacrifice. He 
wasn’t arguing yet. He was observing. He was watching the official 
version of a nation rub against the private doubts of its citizens. 
And he let the friction speak for itself.

The stories are set mostly on kibbutzim, but they are not about 
the utopia we like to imagine. They are about what happens after 
utopia has been built, about the unspoken tension, the surveillance, 
the buried sadness of people who no longer believe the slogans but 
keep repeating them anyway. A man tries to emulate a war hero and 
ends up destroying himself. A father loses his son to a performance 
of patriotism. The jackals in the title don’t just howl outside the 
kibbutz gates. They howl inside too, in the minds of the characters, 
in their held-in desperation, in the yawning distance between who 
they wanted to be and who they’ve become.

The jackals themselves aren’t just a symbol. They’re a sound. A 
shriek that slices through the stories like a violin’s high note held 
just a second too long. You hear it in the silence of the characters’ 
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disappointments. You hear it in the gap between who they thought 
they’d be and who they are. Oz doesn’t dramatise their pain. He 
doesn’t have to. It’s baked into the land. Into the heat, the dust, the 
fences meant to keep enemies out, but which end up keeping truth 
out too.

What I love about this collection is how raw it is. Not unpolished. 
Oz’s sentences already hum with discipline but are emotionally 
unguarded. You feel the tension of someone still trying to decide 
whether this place he loves is capable of loving him back. There’s 
no nostalgia here, no looking away. Only a fierce clarity, the kind 
that comes when you realise that the stories you were raised on are 
beautiful, but also dangerous, and that surviving them requires not 
rejection, but re-examination.

What’s extraordinary is how mature the style already is. There’s 
no overreach, no need to prove himself. Even when he edges into 
allegory, like in the closing story, “Upon This Evil Earth”, he keeps 
his tone tethered to something human. That’s Oz’s great trick: he 
writes with the pull of something ancient but never leaves the 
ground. His characters are farmers, medics, teachers, and soldiers. 
Ordinary people trying to survive in a world that keeps asking for 
more than they can give. People who don’t speak in metaphors but 
whose lives feel like metaphors anyway.

And then there’s the restraint. That refusal to show the violence 
directly. The way Oz places the worst events just off-page, allowing 
us to imagine them, and by imagining them, to own them. It’s a 
kind of moral realism: don’t titillate the reader with gore; haunt 
them with consequence. The fear doesn’t come from what’s done. It 
comes from what it means.

Looking back, it’s clear that Where the Jackals Howl was not 
just a debut. It was a foundation. Every novel that came after draws 
from the emotional reservoir this book cracked open. The siege 
mentality. The standoff between duty and desire. The ambivalence 
about Zionism’s demands. The deep, almost Chekhovian sympathy 
for flawed people caught in systems too large to change. All of it is 
here, in embryonic form, but already pulsing with life.


