ISraelis
tune into
rap music

Composer sparks
interest in language

By EDITH CORON
The Christian Science Monllor

JERUSALEM — A syncopaled rhylhm pounds behind an
electric guilar in whal sounds like a concert of modern
music. Bul the words are an anachronism: They are sung
in Yiddish. Mendi Kahane, a young Israeli composer, has
launched a style until now unheard of: Yiddish rap.

“Yiddish is very much alive. Millions of people still N - ——— 1.
speak it. J'm nol Lrying to revive a dead language, says : S ;-]-m:-_. ;
the musician, who also studies Yiddish al Jerusalem’s b e D Wa b
Hebrew University. "I see il as looking at a living thing Christian Science Monllor

and trying lo become more alive myself by using it.” x
M 1,IJ'“|.{=|W“3-E creation Is ,ympigmmc"ﬂ a fm."[ of Residents walk in Mea Shearim, the vltra-Ortho-

interest in Israel, and in the rest of the world, in-a dox quarter of Jerusalem. Because Orthodox Jews

language thal wds thought Lo be disappearing over the past
50 years. An increasing number of theater and film festi- regard Hebrew as sacred, many prefer to speak

vals and concerts are trying to save one of the Jewish  '/ddish, like their European ancestors.

world's richest herilages. Al the safne time, hundreds of
studenls at universilies in England, France, the United For a decade, Tournlansky has had to teach the first two

- [ her course in Hebrew; “Nowadays studenls have
Stales, and Israel are learning about a 1,000-year-old cul- b
ture Lhat played a crucial role in preserving the patrimony {'ﬂ E'::::ﬂ:'.‘.e ELZ"E;“IE' before they can get a grasp of the
of European Judaism. . : : "
Yiddish will probably never fully recover the status and arf;:lt'ﬁwi |Im! :llﬁ:: dmsrgfgr;uy:::e that about 200 books
vilalily il enjoyed before World War II, when the majority : * R
of the 11 million European Jews then alive were using it In the Jewish ultra-Orthodox communities, Yiddish has

. R : ; never lost ils supremacy. These groups have relused lo
daily. Specialisls cannol give precise figures El the number corrupt Hebrew, the sacred language, by using it in daily
of Yiddish speakers around the world loday. “But we know life. Their stand grew even firmer when Hebrew became
that Yiddish is still a language of communication particu- :

aly in many i Orthodox communles n New York, {he ffica language o s sal (he regard 1 hereial,
Anlwerp, Paris, and in Israel,” says Alain Alvarez Pereir, FRreti g g S ol gy S S ol
who studies oral Jewish languages for the French Nalional “P'E‘-‘“ﬂ: y
Center for Scientilic Research. R,

Yiddish carries a people’s history. Born in the late Sth The ultra-Orthodox communities have produced a vast

and 10th cenluries in the Rhine region of Lotharingia (a :'T':::LI::{E:I miteanli::;]?li:ifEh,.tgdi“um Tl::m“:tilz Eﬁ:‘:—
former kingdom thal included the Alsace-Lorraine area of -0 ™ edmtheﬂirﬂm o St “ﬂ'cfmt’u i 3
modern France), Yiddish's evolution testifies to the fate of " “ E'.,l e s | Eu : lhhfmn . nﬁ d

the European Jewish communities throughoul 1,000 years. o a3 vidazc ;H 3 Hu!n al r s are reproduced on

The sleps in the formation of Yiddish, a so-called lan- B aa brosken) botat ol Rt e eikodis Sgas |

guage of fusion, correspond to the major events, persecu- I:n‘lrl s Hes "“: :m:l:u‘ﬁ " d;;?;nrl;th " g “’ﬂ n
tions, and migrations lhal affected Jews. Yiddish began as . :da“ W e | people Lhey never
a mixture of Hebrew and Aramaic, which remained the expecled lo meel. Among Lhe hall-million new immigrants
Jews' holy languages, and the dialects of the cities where ;:“} h&!{;: arrived in the last f“":' years [rom the Iﬂ"‘i‘"
they were then sellled: mainly Germanic languages in viel Union, many older people, rather than learning

Hebrew, often [ind it easier to recall their Yiddish, how-
;,“r‘:;::;ﬁ?}ﬂ‘ﬂ and Romance languages in northern . .- rusly or sketchy it may be. It has survived 70 years of

: . communist repression.

: 5“';"“& o g‘: 13th m"“‘;? '"dt;'h’ l’,'“;i‘“"f* Ti""“m' Leonid Levin, a tailor from Sverdlovsk, Russia (renamed

oward lhe Lasl, some elemenls ol Slavic languages gy o ierinburg), found a job in a tailor shop in Mea Shearim,

starled Lo influence Yiddish. Five centuries later, Yiddish the ultra-Orthodox quarter of -Jerusalem where Lime

was spoken from Swilzerland to the Baltic Sea and from seems o have stopped 200 years ago in Eastern Europe. “I
sace Lo Russia. . "’ : &

&_lln the 19th century, pogroms, aiti-Semitism, and hard hadn’t spoken Yiddish since 1 was 15. IU's like going back

economic limes brought about new waves of emigration " orus: N Savs.
from Europe. Hundreds of thousands of Jews went to

North and South America, tﬂln? their language with

them. Despile a period of inlense lil

erary aclivily in the
1920s and "30s, however, Yiddish seemed doomed to disap- { q q 3 q L/
pear. Il was largely overwhelmed by brulal repression in
the former Soviel Union, by assimilation in the American
melling pot, and by annihilalion in the Holocaust. In 1948,
Yiddish was spoken by only § million to 6 million people.
Paradoxically, Israel deall Yiddish its final blow. Yid-
dish losl Lthe language battle in which It was pitted against
Hebrew. The fight was particularly fierce within the Zion-
ist movement over Lhe choice of a language for the Jewish
people and its fulure state,
Heliew won, and Yiddish has become a symbol, at times
even a caricature, ol the Jews of the Diaspora. The win-
ners did not hide Ltheir contempt.
Hava Tourniansky, prolessor of Yiddish literature at
Jerusalem's Hebrew University, recalls a well-known Inci-
dent. “A Holocausl survivor was describing to Israel’s first
prime minister the horrors of the concentration camps:
'Why does he have Lo speak in such a horrible language?'
asked David Ben-Gurion,” she recounts. “It was a deep
ideological conllict which died when Hebrew became the
nalional language,” Mr. Pereir says. "Bul one. has to
remember thal it had before reached such an intensity
thal a “language police' even existed to impose Hebrew on
the new immigrants.”
*Only in 1951 was a chair in Yiddish opened at Hebrew
Uiniversily, even Lhough financial resources had been
ava.lable since 1926. “The hegemony of Hebrew was by
then uinthallenged. And nowadays, Yiddish is taught in the

Israell;yblie school;system bul, only-gs @ third Jan ﬂ‘.ﬁ:"""
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