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	`Even if I write an instruction manual for a washing machine, it will always contain humor, and it will always contain the Holocaust. It's a part of me,' says Lt.-Col. Amir Gutfreund, winner of the 2003 Sapir Prize for Literature. 
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Author Amir Gutfreund, winner of the 2003 Sapir Prize for Literature, believes it's not easy to be an Israeli Jew. "What a burden it is to be born both Jewish and Israeli - it's like carrying five watermelons on your back all your life," says Gutfreund, who won the NIS 150,000 prize awarded by the Mifal Hapayis National Lottery for his book "Ahuzot Hahof" [Seaside Estates], published this year by Zmora Bitan. When asked at the award ceremony about the source of the suffering from which his writing emerges, he replies with typical humor: "Hapoel Haifa. That's my soccer team, and it really makes me suffer. What a lousy team." 
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Gutfreund, 39, was born in Haifa to Holocaust survivors. He has a Masters degree in applied mathematics and operations research from the Technion - Israel Institute of Technology, and serves as a lieutenant colonel in the air force. Gutfreund, who is married with a two-year-old daughter, lives in Givatayim. He said yesterday he intends to donate a substantial part of the prize money to Kav La'oved, the non-profit workers' hotline that addresses problems encountered by foreign workers. "That's directly related to the fact that I am a second-generation Holocaust survivor," he says. "I have a great deal of sensitivity toward people who are without rights, defenseless and helpless." 

Gutfreund is considered a promising face on the local literature landscape. His first book published two years ago, "Shoa Shelanu" (Our Holocaust), dealt with one of the Israeli society's most fraught topics with humor and irony, and was well received. His second book, "Ahuzot Hahof" (Zmora Bitan 2002), did not abandon either the irony or the Holocaust. "Even if I write an instruction manual for a washing machine, it will always contain humor, and it will always contain the Holocaust. It's part of me," Gutfreund says. 

"Ahuzot Hahof" is composed of short stories about a series of colorful figures on the verge of insanity, and deals with the large and small questions of life. The stories move between Tel Aviv penthouses and seaside estates in France, and their heroes embark on journeys of confrontation with the major forces of existence - God, the expectations of society, and sometimes even the National Lottery - confrontations whose painful conclusion is known in advance. 

How did a military man, who dons an army uniform every morning, decide to be a writer? "I have been writing since the age of 20," he says. "I grew up in lower Haifa, a place where there weren't, to put it mildly, many books in people's homes. Even when I began to write, I didn't feel that there was a connection between me and the people whose names appear on book jackets in Steimatsky's [book store]. I wasn't anxious to publish anything. But in 1995, my mother died, and then I felt a need to publish a book that would include the dedication: `To my late mother' on the first page. A Polish child. That was the moment when I wanted to publish books. The bug entered and it hasn't left since." 

Gutfreund doesn't see any conflict between the military context in which he serves and artistic freedom; not even when he submits his books for military censorship before they are published. "It doesn't undermine my freedom as a writer. The censors have never said a thing to me," he says. "The army in Israel is so closely connected to the people, that there is no chance that they will do that. There are many creative and sensitive people surrounding me in the army. I don't feel that the military community is less creative than the literary community." 

He defines himself as a patriot who loves Israel. "I am happy that we live in a country of our own and speak Hebrew," he says. "All my life they lectured me, `Do you know what it is to live without a country, without a language, without rights?' For my father, a Holocaust survivor, it's very moving that his son is a writer in Hebrew. In a secret place in my heart, I'm even proud of it." 

The panel of judges for this year's prize included chair Yitzhak Livni, Prof. Ruth Kerton Blum, Prof. Nurit Guvrin, poet Meron H. Isaacson, writer and journalist Ruvik Rosenthal, Dr. Lily Rattok and Prof. Nissim Calderon. In their decision, they wrote that Gutfreund "brings to Hebrew literature a unique and surprising voice, which he has built through a mature and precise style. His language is both simple and elevated, and on every page of his books there is measured and effective irony. `Ahuzot Hahof' dealt with people who have been severed from time and place, have given up the ideal of normalcy, and have devoted their lives to a strange issue that is important to them, a subversive idea or a hopeless love. Gutfreund invents amusing and hair-raising plots, repeatedly breaks the boundaries between the fantastic and the everyday, tests the passages and the encounter between Europe and Israel, and with a smile crosses back and forth over the seam line between the living and the dead.
	


	Need to know
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"Our Holocaust" by Amir Gutfreund, translated from the Hebrew by Jessica Cohen, The Toby Press, 407 pages, $24.95 

The critical acclaim that greeted "Our Holocaust," Amir Gutfreund's first novel, when it appeared in Hebrew in 2002, was well-merited. It is a remarkable achievement. Like many first novels, the book has a strong autobiographical element; indeed it is not always easy here to separate apparent fact from fiction. The novel has a narrator whose name is Amir Gutfreund, and many of the facts described in the book, including the Holocaust experiences of his own father, are surely real. The "our" of the title refers to Amir and his inseparable childhood companion Effi, an outspoken and anarchic girl, who always bursts into laughter during the minute's silence on Holocaust Memorial Day, and who serves in the book as a vehicle for the cynical and witty remarks that Amir, the far from cynical narrator, cannot permit himself to make. 

In part, the book is a conventional story of the growing-up in the 1970s of two Haifa children. But the children move almost exclusively in a world of adults, every one of whom has been profoundly affected by the Holocaust. Having few surviving relatives, Amir acquires a proxy family through the operation of his parents' "Law of Compression" by which assorted friends of his parents, fellow Holocaust survivors, are, by some mysterious alchemy, converted into grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins. 
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Finding out about the Holocaust becomes, for Amir and Effi, an all-engrossing pastime. As 12-year-olds, they pester their adult acquaintances for information, only to be told that they are not "Old Enough." The children go to sometimes farcical, and occasionally ruthless, lengths in their quest to learn more. In one horrifying episode, they steal medications so as to trade them with one survivor in exchange for a pill-by-pill account of his experiences in Treblinka and for his memories of the unspeakably bestial Untersturmfuhrer Kurt Franz, known as Doll. 

Gutfreund's rare comic gift is most in evidence in the first of the novel's three sections. Amir is in need of grandfathers and acquires two under the Law of Compression. Grandpa Yosef is a central figure of the whole narrative. Possessed of a saintly nature and armed with the learning of a polymath (he is a talmudic prodigy but also knows the length of the Orinoco river and the names of all the Shetland Islands) he presides over a world, centered on Katznelson Street in the Haifa suburb of Kiryat Haim, inhabited by a cast of characters made bizarre by their experiences in wartime Europe. 

There are those, like Crazy Hirsch and Gershon Klima, whose minds have become permanently unhinged by what they went through. And Eva Lanczer, who, like Miss Havisham in "Great Expectations", waits at the window each day for her lost fiance and, again like Miss Havisham, ends up by burning down her house with herself in it. And there is Asher Schwimmer, who had been a celebrated Hebrew poet in Warsaw but who, in a Hebrew-speaking environment, can no longer utter a word of the language of which he had once been a master. That Gutfreund laughs, and makes us laugh, at this tragic gallery of grotesques does not detract from the profound sympathy that he feels for them as we gradually learn their individual stories, each more terrible than the other. 

We meet Yehoshua, the barber, who according to legend once cut the hair of the Queen of Belgium, and who gives free haircuts to the deserving provided they never take their custom elsewhere. Yehoshua shares with Amir's father a single-minded devotion to Manchester United and, next to pictures of Israeli Chiefs of Staff, he has a fading photograph of Duncan Edwards, the great hope of United, who was killed with many of his team-mates in an air crash in 1958. 

"May God avenge his blood" says Yehoshua of Edwards, hardly the appropriate thing to say of the accidental crash of a civil airliner, even if it occurred in Munich. Incidentally, if ever Gutfreund revises the book, he should be told that he is wrong in writing that the entire team perished in the crash. In fact, several survived, including the great Bobby Charlton and the legendary manager Matt Busby. 

Comic creation 

Memorable as Grandpa Yosef undoubtedly is, the limelight is stolen, whenever he appears, by another virtual grandfather, Grandpa Lolek, an outstanding comic creation. Alone of all the other adult characters of the novel, Grandpa Lolek, who lost all his family in the gas chambers, did not himself go through the Holocaust. He suffered though; the war prevented him from marrying his great love, Joyce, a dancer from Kentucky who once danced for him with two umbrellas on the rainy dock at Portsmouth. Lolek has nothing but contempt for the pitiful survivors of the Holocaust who, in his opinion, had it easy compared with what he went through in Italy at the battle of Monte Cassino, where he fought with the Polish Army of General Anders. Hilariously stingy, Grandpa Lolek has a system for recycling his teabags, which he calls, to the intense irritation of Grandpa Yosef, a selektion. 

When we reach the middle section of the book, Gutfreund has wiped the smile off his face. Amir is now Old Enough, and he learns more of the wartime sufferings of his extended family. We are told of the experiences of Amir's own father. And we hear the tale of Grandpa Yosef, whose unwilling peregrinations from one camp to another make his story a kind of Baedeker guide to the death camps. 

In one strange and protracted interlude, Yosef visits a series of camps as the traveling companion of an SS General, who has asked the commandant of Yosef's camp to supply him with a short German-speaking Jew. We never understand the reason for this peculiar specification, though we learn that the General's journey through Poland, with the silent Yosef at his side, is in search of a woman SS member whom he loves to distraction but who, when he finds her in one of the camps, turns him down flat, reducing the General to un-SS-like tears. 

Yosef is close to death more than once. He is twice saved, once by a saintly character who dies in saving Yosef and once by a Jewish gangster who, in the hope of redemption, voluntarily takes the pious Yosef's place in a line of condemned prisoners. 

Died in their beds 

In the third and final section of the book, Effi has moved on. She becomes a doctor, a caring one, but though she remains close to Amir, who has now married Anat, she no longer shares his ever-growing obsession with the Shoah. Amir cannot share Effi's detachment. He visits with increasing frequency the Haifa hardware shop of Attorney Perl to pore over the records that Attorney Perl has laboriously built up. His card index contains the names and deeds of a host of Nazi criminals and, more significantly, notes their fates. That the majority died in their beds inadequately punished, if punished at all, is a source of bitterness to Attorney Perl, a view that Amir comes to share. 

Gutfreund finds nuances in the evil of the Shoah. At one end of the spectrum are those bestial Nazis who, not content with obeying their unspeakable orders, indulge in orgies of wanton cruelty in a world where everything is permitted. But there are also, even in the SS, officers who, while carrying out their orders to the letter, behave correctly according to their lights. And there is evil among the Jews. Amir finds it hard to control his anger at those who, beyond doing what they did to survive, capriciously killed and tortured their fellow-Jews. Gutfreund names them. One, Hermann Dunevitz, who takes special pleasure in personally killing Jews from his home town, vicariously plays an important role as the book nears its end. 

Despite the occasional over-literal translation of a Hebrew idiom, Jessica Cohen has translated the book competently into smooth, colloquial American English. To match a Hebrew neologism of Gutfreund's, she even invents an English word, "debtism," to describe Grandpa Lolek's cavalier attitude to his creditors. There are some avoidable errors; how, for instance, could a reference to a country called Cypress have passed editors and proofreaders without comment? The book has other failings. Effi is an important and vivid character, but we know nothing of her parentage or of her relationship with Amir. Were it not for one inconclusive prepubescent sexual encounter between them, you could conclude that she is Amir's sister. 

Technically, the book is loosely constructed, has no central story and, during the long and often funny first section, readers are entitled to ask where the author is taking them. It is hard to determine whether the formlessness of the book is a bold experiment by a first-time author, seeking to discard the accepted rules of writing fiction, or whether this undeniably fine writer still needs to learn the basic rules of his craft. 

But why carp about technique? Nothing can detract from the sheer vitality of the book or from the evident compassion of its author. Writing in anger but with humor, Gutfreund has thought hard and deep on the questions raised by the Holocaust. Unlike the books of, say, Elie Wiesel or Primo Levi, this is not a "witness" book. As Amir says, he is not even second generation but "second and-a-half generation," his parents having been children during the war. Nevertheless, this novel will take an honorable place in the literature of the Holocaust. There have been many, perhaps too many, fictional attempts to grapple with the Shoah but few can match the impact of this wonderfully promising first novel. 


	[image: image9.png]





	[image: image10.png]





	Un ecrivain habille en kaki 
  
Par Shiri - Lev Ari 
  
  
"Meme si je redige un manuel d'instructions pour une machine a laver, il contiendra toujours l'humour, et il contiendra toujours l'Holocauste. C'est une partie de moi ", dit Lt.-Col. Amir Gutfreund, laureat du 2003 Sapir Prix de la litterature. 
  

Auteur Amir Gutfreund, laureat du Prix Sapir de littérature 2003, estime qu'il n'est pas facile d'etre un Juif israelien. "Quel fardeau d'etre a la fois ne juif et israelien, c'est comme de transporter cinq pasteques sur le dos toute votre vie", dit Gutfreund, qui a remporte le prix de 150000 NIS decerne par le Mifal Hapayis Loterie nationale pour son livre "Ahuzot Hahof" [Estates Bord de mer], publie cette annee par Zmora Bitan. Lorsqu'on lui a demande lors de la ceremonie de remise des prix sur la source de la souffrance qui se degage de son ecriture, il repond avec humour typique: "Hapoel Haifa. Voila mon equipe de football, et il me fait vraiment souffrir. Quelle pietre equipe." 
  

Gutfreund, 39 ans, est ne a Haifa de survivants de l'Holocauste. Il a une maitrise de mathematiques appliquees et de recherche operationnelle du Technion et sert comme lieutenant colonel dans l'armee de l'air. Gutfreund, qui est marie et pere d'une petite fille de  deux ans, vit a Givatayim. Il a declare hier qu'il avait l'intention de faire don d'une partie substantielle du prix a Kav La'oved, l'organisme a but non lucratif, qui aborde les problemes rencontres par les travailleurs etrangers. "C'est directement lie au fait que je suis une deuxieme generation survivant de l'Holocauste, dit-il. "J'ai beaucoup de sensibilite envers les personnes qui sont sans droits et sans defense." 

Gutfreund est considere comme une figure prometteuse de la litterature locale. Son premier livre, publie il ya deux ans, "Shoah Shelanu" (Notre Holocauste), traitait de l'un des sujets les plus lourds de la societe israelienne avec humour et ironie, et a ete bien accueilli. Dans son deuxieme livre, "Ahuzot Hahof" (Zmora Bitan 2002), Gutfreund n'a abandonne ni l'ironie ni l'Holocauste. "Meme si je redige un manuel d'instructions pour une machine a laver, il contiendra toujours l'humour, et il contiendra toujours l'holocauste. C'est une partie de moi". 

"Ahuzot Hahof" est compose de petites histoires sur une serie de caracteres hauts en couleur, au bord de la folie, et traite des grandes et des petites questions de la vie. Les histoires circulent entre les penthouses de Tel-Aviv et les villas au bord de la mer de la mer en France, et leurs heros s'engagent sur des voies d'affrontement avec les forces principales de l'existence: Dieu, les attentes de la societe, et parfois meme de la Loterie nationale – la conclusion de ces affrontements douloureux est connue a l'avance. 

Comment un militaire, qui revet un uniforme, chaque matin, decide de devenir ecrivain? "J'ai ecrit depuis l'age de 20 ans", dit-il. "J'ai grandi dans la ville basses Haifa, un lieu ou il n'y avait pas, pour le moins, un grand nombre de livres dans les maisons. Meme lorsque j'ai commence a ecrire, je n'ai pas eu l'impression qu'il y avait un lien entre moi et les gens dont les noms figurent sur les jaquettes a Steimatsky's [librairie]. Je n'avais pas particulierement envie de publier quoi que ce soit. Mais en 1995, ma mere est morte, et j'ai ressenti le besoin de publier un ouvrage qui comporterait la dedicace: "A ma mere en retard" sur la premiere page. Un enfant Polonais. Ce fut le moment ou je voulais publier des livres. Ce demon m'a pris  et il ne m'a pas quitte depuis." 

Gutfreund ne voit pas de conflit entre le contexte  militaire dans lequel il sert et la liberte artistique, meme pas quand il soumet ses livres a la censure militaire avant qu'ils ne soient publies. "Elle ne porte pas atteinte a ma liberte d'ecrivain. Les censeurs n'ont jamais dit quoi que ce soit", dit-il. "L'armee d'Israël est si etroitement liee a la population, qu'il n'y a aucune chance qu'ils le feront. Il ya beaucoup de gens creatifs et sensibles dans mon entourage a l'armee. Je ne pense pas que la communaute militaire soit moins creative que la communaute litteraire. " 

Il se definit comme un patriote qui aime Israël. "Je suis heureux que nous vivons dans notre propre pays et que nous parlions l'hebreu, dit-il. "Toute ma vie, ils m'ont donne des cours," Savez-vous ce que c'est de vivre sans pays, sans le langage, sans droits? "Pour mon pere, un survivant de l'Holocauste, il est tres emouvant que son fils soit un ecrivain hebraisant. Un lieu secret dans mon coeur, je suis meme fier. " 

Le jury pour le prix de cette annee preside par Yitzhak Livni, comprenait le professeur Ruth Kerton Blum, le professeur Nurit Guvrin, le poete Meron H. Isaacson, l'ecrivain et journaliste Ruvik Rosenthal, le Dr Lily Rattok et M. Nissim Calderon. Dans leur decision, ils ont ecrit que Gutfreund "apporte a la litterature hebraique une experience unique et une voix surprenante, ce qu'il a construit grace a sa maturite et sonstyle precis. Sa langue est a la fois simple et elevee, et a chaque page de ses livres, il montre une ironie  mesure et efficace. `Ahuzot Hahof 'traite de gens qui ont ete dissociees du temps et du lieu, qui ont renonce a l'ideal de la normalite, et qui ont consacre leur vie a une question etrange qui est importante pour eux, une idee ou une recherche subversive et  desesperee d'amour. Gutfreund invente des intrigues amusantes ou a faire se dresser les  cheveux sur la tete, et a maintes reprises rompt les lisieres entre le fantastique et le quotidien, teste les points de rencontre entre l'Europe et Israël, et avec un sourire traverse dans les deux sens la ligne de jonction entre les vivants et les morts.


