My Keret

Keret’s stories are incredibly plastic. One sentence – and the whole situation is clearly visible. Many of his stories have been adapted for the cinema. These short films – available in the internet – often provide a verbatim reproduction of the text.

Agnieszka Maciejowska

Back in the days when my command of the Hebrew language sufficed me to ask for directions in the street, but not necessarily to understand the answer, I decided to attend a few seminars organised by the Faculty of Literature at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. One of these seminars was on Israeli postmodernism. Over the period of several weeks I peered intensely at the facial expressions of the assembled students, because what they said was hard for me to understand; so what I engaged in was more like sociological studies – guessing who came from where, whether they were from a city or a kibbutz, from a Sephardi or Ashkenazi family, etc – rather than literary studies.  

There were more and more writers being discussed, accompanied by the same clever facial expressions and lengthy speeches. But then, towards the end of the semester, there was a sudden shift in the atmosphere. As if among a group of schoolchildren – a buzz of voices, giggling and bursts of laughter blended with fragments of a page-and-a-half-long text that everyone had in front of them being constantly read out. From then on till the very end of the seminar restoring academic rigour proved impossible for prof. Ruth Karton-Blum.

On my way out I made sure I remembered the name of the author of the short story correctly. It was Etgar Keret.

My Israeli friends had never heard of him. His first and then still his only book, the collection of short stories, entitled Tzinorot (Pipelines, 1992), was known only to his inner circle of fans. 

In Israel, Keret was an iconoclast, no one wrote like him before him, no writer ever used either vulgarisms or the error-ridden street language or the linguistic ephemerals bred out of military slang. Nearly everyone, especially the older generation, bristled at such use made of the holy language: nowadays it serves the everyday purposes of buying bread and milk, and even beer, but Literature this is not. Literature furthers the battle for ideals! Humping chicks in Hebrew – fine, but let’s not call it Art!


And, indeed, the word “art” was not applied to Keret. Some considered him an illiterate half-wit, who simply did not know the language well and consequently was not able to write well in it (it must be admitted about Hebrew that unless one receives a decent humanistic education, one does not stand a chance of using it correctly), others bitterly diagnosed an absence of any values in the young generation of writers, while others still shrugged at Keret’s apparent juvenile attempts at originality. Meanwhile, the young generation read him! Without a great deal of advertising and promotion, without the encouragement of established critics and in spite of the adults’ despairing that the young people don’t read books any more. 


But they read – Keret – because he was funny, and different from what they had to read at school, and because he wrote in their language and about the matters that concerned them. And so, gradually, the adults’ disregard diminished – not because they finally found something for themselves in this literature – this was not the case for a long time. Despite Keret’s huge popularity, only select few among the educated Israelis of my generation were able to appreciate his writing. However, what they did appreciate was the fact that their children – usually impossible to drag away from their TV and computer screens – began to read books. And then, later, I saw how a famous writer, a best-selling author, who only recently maintained that Keret could not speak Hebrew, invited him to be the host of a meeting promoting his own book, and how journalists formed long queues to try and get an interview with the young author. 

There is something uncannily elusive in Keret’s very short stories, some irresistible humour combined with peculiar melancholy. Melancholy – such a fleeting thing, so difficult – it seems – to put one’s finger on; and yet, here it is, in this or that particular sentence the reader finds melancholy. At the same time, Keret’s stories are incredibly plastic: one sentence – and the whole situation is clearly visible. It is no wonder that so many of his stories have been adapted for the cinema (so far there have been around forty films, most of them animated).  Many of these short films are available in the internet. Often they provide a verbatim reproduction of the original text.

Keret clearly thinks in images; he says himself that the point of departure for each of his stories is an image. But this image is in motion like a film and is short like a music video. It would not be difficult to distil such a tiny scene from almost all of his stories – an image around which the author’s imagination starts to revolve in wider and wider circles. Here a boy is standing in front of his teacher in a park path, a passenger catches a stewardess’ fancy, two students are drinking beer in a pub, computer keyboard types the same letter twice… 


Banal everydayness… and then, suddenly, it makes us touch something that goes beyond, something we by no means see everyday, something we don’t feel and don’t think about. But now we begin to. 


This may refer even to those who recommend his films at internet forums as great – but at the same time as merely – entertainment… Incidentally, this classification of a satirist as someone less worthy of the title of a writer is a curious one. The same problem used to affect the Polish authors Mrożek and Gombrowicz – as if the grotesque or ironic layer did not enrich the message but somehow impoverished it.


But I suspect it is not Keret’s vulgarisms, the supposed absence of values or apparent linguistic and stylistic sloppiness that provide the barrier putting off the older generation of readers; it is rather his thinking in images, in clicks, in opening ever new little windows as well as the quick montage, the non-linear and leaping narrative. The charge of sloppiness is, by the way, completely off the mark: a king’s ransom to whoever shows that it is possible to write one or two-page-long stories without discipline and extreme precision. One example of exactly how precise Keret’s language is can be the effectiveness of his incredible ability to impose the plastic imagery inherent to the structure of any whole work on the readers’ imagination. However, this jumping from one image to another seems to be inbuilt in the mental make-up formed by the new media – hence the striking generational dimension in the perception of Keret’s works.

Keret the person functions similarly. He talks the way he writes. This particular one of Keret’s talents gladdens especially journalists, who with increasing alacrity turn to him for interviews on political matters. “My little son knows perfectly well that if he hits someone in the kindergarten with a toy spade, he will be hit back with a toy bucket. It’s as plain as day (…) – I’m sure this truth is not unfamiliar to Hamas” – this is how a few months ago Keret explained the logic of the conflict in the Middle East to Paweł Smoleński.


What stands out in my memories of him is the explanation he gave me when I found myself trapped in a conflict of my own, with a certain literary institution in Israel. The institution vehemently defended an entry in a legal agreement regulating the rights and duties of four parties that was unfavourable to all parties, including this institution. In two sentences Keret outlined for me the topography of the place and its influence on the information flow as well as on the transition of opinions on the current affairs in the institution, a transition which, like a tsunami, cascades from one desk to another, flooding with ever higher waves of injured pride the heads above those desks. I immediately understood the hopelessness of the situation, the futility of any kind of argumentation on my part and the lack of any chances of my succeeding. For a silver lining I still have the vivid picture of the flock of ladies hustling behind their desks, although the whole affair was conducted solely on the phone. 


It is no wonder therefore that this kind of thinking, thinking in images, inevitably brought Keret to comics (I have been eternalised in one of them: on a drawing showing hairy male buttocks with a band tattooed on them with the inscription “nie zabud tiebja Agnieszka” [“I will not forget you Agnieszka”]), to television  (Keret’s scripts and texts written in the first, most important years of the famous satirical programme The Chamber Quintet [Hahamishia Hakamerit] have undoubtedly contributed to its colossal success; after twenty years the old editions of the programme now available on DVD still sell very well), and to the cinema. In the cinema Keret’s success was instant – already his first film, which he wrote and co-directed, Malka Lev Adom, received the main prize at the Student Film Festival in Munich in 1996. His latest film, Jellyfish, based on the script written by Keret’s wife, the actor and writer Shira Geffen, and co-directed with her, received the Camera d’Or prize at the 2007 Cannes Film Festival. Additionally, for many years Keret has been teaching scriptwriting at the Film Faculty of Tel Aviv University.

Many of Keret’s short stories are about the army, many of them also speak about suicide. Both of these motifs were the first impulses for Keret’s writing. Keret started writing while doing his military service, traumatised by his friend’s suicide; he wrote only for himself, not expecting that anyone else might be interested. And, as it turned out, when he did show his writing to a few friends, they were not interested. Perhaps nothing would have changed, had it not been for the fact that, as a (humanities!) student, Keret– luckily – found it difficult to reach morning lectures. His supervisor, who tried to come to his rescue (he was threatened with expulsion) advised him to send a few of his short stories to one of the literature professors with a request for an opinion. Sure enough, in such a situation a professor wouldn’t write anything bad, at most a few clever words would get used, such as “postmodernism,” and an official note would find its way to the student’s file saying that although…, yet… . However, the Professor surprised everyone, as he led to the publication of Keret’s first collection of short stories.


I am astounded when critics call Keret an “Israeli Tarantino,” as if his short stories and films were drenched in blood and packed with brutality. I would not be surprised if this was simply the result of mistaking Keret for Orly Kastel-Blum, frequently put by world critics on the same list alongside Keret, whenever the revolutionaries of young Israeli prose are being discussed (admittedly, she does deserve this kind of description). Probably, once this comparison was made, it became a standard procedure to repeat it. However, Keret does not multiply war scenes. He rather focuses on what war does to people’s sensitivity, their ability to empathise, how it affects friendship, love, everyday life. And he tries to recover this lost sensitivity in his readers, restore their ability to have normal relationships. In fact, the didactic streak of some of his stories can be downright surprising (e.g. in “An Eighteen-year-old’s breasts,” the taxi driver, who coarsely accosts young girls in the street, actually is trying to distract himself from worrying about his son’s life in the army). But one does not hold this didactic element against Keret, one may not even notice it, probably thanks to the complete authenticity emanating from his stories. One does believe him not only when he describes the relations in our familiar everydayness, or the slightly less familiar conditions of doing military service – after all, in Poland, not every citizen experiences it. Keret is also believable when he writes about the torment of hell, meetings with angels or a metamorphosis of a beloved girlfriend into a hairy fat man. It would be interesting to wonder what brutalises our own reality so much that it makes us absorb this literature as some kind of antidote.


I get the impression, or perhaps I hope, that in the same way that Mrożek’s stories used to immunise us against communism, now Keret’s stories will provide a remedy against lack of empathy, against the certainty of one’s own reasons, against cruelty and against that poison that inevitably contaminates all sides in every murderous conflict.
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