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COURTESY

Saluting Yiddish

1 salute the The National Authority for Yiddish Culture. I am grateful to Chair Dr.
Sarah Ziv and the other members of the boards for their work in promoting the language
and culture of Yiddish among Israelis and abroad.

Our history is in great part the history of Yiddish. For more than a thousand years,
since the settlement of Jews in central Europe, Yiddish had emerged as the language of
Ashkenazi Jews, and thus influenced the Hebrew language and Israeli culture to this day.

English is the language of commerce, French of diplomacy, Italian of music. Yiddish,
however, is the language of wit. Indeed, in Yiddish irony and sarcasm come naturally. So
I’'m proud that in effect the National Authority for Yiddish has a role in preserving our
national wit. We are proud of our sense of humor. That’s part of our culture.

It would be inconceivable to imagine current Hebrew, Israeli and Jewish culture with-
out the contribution of Yiddish. Indeed, our national language, modern Hebrew, was
dreamed of in Yiddish. Our great national writers - the poet Haim Nahman Bialik, the
author Shmuel Yosef Agnon - grew up speaking Yiddish and scholars today unveil the
influence of Yiddish on their writing in Hebrew.

Moreover, Yiddish is a global culture, reflecting the global outreach of the Jewish people.
Through Yiddish we connect to Jewish communities worldwide and to Jewish culture
across generations. Through Yiddish we contribute to Jewish revival and continuity. The
National Authority for Yiddish is therefore to be praised as a tool of diplomacy.

Not always have we been appreciative of Yiddish, perhaps understandably given the
efforts of a young nation to establish itself. Now, however, we are wiser, and have
grown to appreciate the mosaic that makes up Israeli society, of which Yiddish has an
important role.

The Ministry of Culture and Sport is committed to cultural pluralism. We will support
organizations and projects to that effect. Indeed, our commitment to Yiddish culture is an
example, and Israel will benefit from the thriving of Yiddish and from a pluralistic culture.

With best wishes,
Miri Regev
Minister of Culture and Sport
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For the

of Yiddish

Sara Ziv, chairwoman of the National Authority for Yiddish Culture,
is optimistic about the future of the Mama Loschen in Israel

By Ilan Evyatar

hen Eliezer Ben Yehuda

was reviving the mod-

ern Hebrew Language a

century ago, Yiddish was

the lingua franca for the
majority of Europe’s Jews and even further
afield as the great waves of migration spread
Yiddish culture and language to the Ameri-
ca’s and even to Palestine.

In 1939, around 11 million of the world’s
Jewish population of 16 million spoke Yid-
dish, but then the Holocaust decimated
the great Yiddish speaking masses and in
the nascent state of Israel, Yiddish ran up
against the emergence of Hebrew culture
and was sidelined and even frowned upon.

Gradually though Yiddish has emerged
from the shadows as Israel has embraced
multi-multiculturalism over the melting pot.
In 1996 The National Authority for Yiddish
Culture was founded to develop, nurture
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and enable the continuation of Yiddish
culture.

Five years ago, with the Authority mired
in debt, then Minister of Culture and
Sport Limor Livnat, appointed Dr. Sara Ziv,
a respected educator, to chair the organiza-
tion with the mission of putting the Author-
ity back in order.

“It was my love for Yiddish,” says Ziv
unequivocally when asked why she took up
the challenge. That love and curiosity devel-
oped despite not growing up in a Yiddish
speaking household. In fact, her father was
a Hebrew teacher; although she did hear her
parents speak Yiddish among themselves.

Ziv studied Yiddish at Bar Ilan University
before going on to do her doctorate, which
dealt with Yiddish at the time of the early
settlement of the Land of Israel. She also
holds a second PhD in teacher training, and
continues to head the international depart-
ment at the MOFET Institute for Teacher
Training a nonprofit supported by the Min-

istry of Education.

With the Authority’s books now balanced
Ziv says it is now going “full steam ahead
in reaching for its goals and it has already
made some impressive achievements.”

The Authority works in several direc-
tions, explains Ziv. It awards an annual
prize for Yiddish culture which last year
was awarded to Shmulik Atzmon-Wircer,
the founder of the Yiddishshpiel Theater, for
life achievement in the field of Yiddish the-
ater and this year is awarded to Rivka Bas-
man Ben Haim (See interview, Page 6) a
Yiddish poet who also insists in translating
her work to Hebrew and connects the past
and the present.

The Authority held an event last year to
mark 100 years tothe death of the great
Polish Yiddish author L.L. Peretz and this
year will mark 100 years to the death of
the Russo-American Yiddish novelist and
playwrite Solomon Naumovich Rabinovich,
better known under his pen name Sha-



lom Aleichem, the author of Tevye and his
Daughters, which was adapted to the play
and movie Fiddler on the Roof.

THE AUTHORITY also conducts events
on Holocaust Day and runs 12 clubs around
the country aimed mostly at middle-aged
people who heard Yiddish growing up and
want to strengthen their connection to the
language and culture, and for the elderly
who grew up in a Yiddish-speaking envi-
ronment.

So why Yiddish, I ask Ziv somewhat
provocatively. “Let me answer with a ques-
tion,” she responds, “Why did we come
back to our country after 2,000 years of
exile?

“A nation that does not have a past and
doesn’t have a remembrance of its past and
doesn’t not only preserve but maintain and
develop its culture does not have a future,”
she continues.

She describes Yiddish as one of the “in-

alienable cultural assets” that the people of
Israel developed over its 2,000-year exile
and that continues to influence our culture
to this very day.

“The Hebrew language draws a lot from
the Yiddish language both in terms of struc-
ture and vocabulary,” she explains, “so we
have to preserve and maintain that culture.”

Ziv though has no illusions that "we will
wake up tomorrow morning and everyone
will be speaking Yiddish."

The goal of the Authority, she syas, is to
try to ensure that “there will be a continu-
ation to this language and culture and that
we will see works translated into Hebrew
so that the youth of today can get to know
writers and artists past and present and will
get to know the cultural assets of the Jewish
people.”

To that end, she says, the Authority pro-
vides support for institutions to create
works of music, art and literature in Yiddish
and to always have a translation into He-
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'A nation that does not have a past and doesn’t
have a remembrance of its past and doesn’t
not only preserve but maintain and develop
its culture does not have a future' says Sara Ziv

brew. The Authority also gives scholarships
to students researching Yiddish language
and culture and works to promote Yiddish
among youth by supporting schools that
have a Yiddish track for matriculation.

Where does Ziv see Yiddish culture and
language in Israel 50 years from today?

“If we fail to create an environment that
inspires individuals and groups then the
whole story will just fade away,” she con-
cludes.

“I don’t see a country that speaks Yiddish
or literature that is created entirely in Yid-
dish but I do see a future for Yiddish espe-
cially if we can win over the young gener-
ation."
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By David Stromberg

eople often say that Rivka Bas-

man Ben Haim is the last of

what is meant when one uses the

phrase “a Yiddish poet.”” Born

in 1925, in Vilkomir, Lithuania,
she was raised in a Yiddish-speaking home,
studied in a Yiddish-speaking elementary
school, and was still a teenager when she
found herself first in the Vilna Ghetto and
later Kaiserwald concentration camp near
Riga, Latvia. In 1947, she and her husband,
Shmuel (Mula) Ben Haim moved to Israel,
where she has lived since, producing Yid-
dish poetry and maintaining Yiddish cul-
ture in Israel. She is the 2015 laureate of
the National Authority for Yiddish Culture
Prize. The Jerusalem Report recently had a
chance speak to Rivka Basman Ben Haim
about her life and work.

What can you tell us about yourself?

The only real detail from my life is my
birth date. The rest are not exactly up to
date.

Can you nevertheless tell us something —
even if it’s not “real”?
I"d like to start with a poem about myself:

We know the older quiet lady

Writing a Yiddish poem for herself

And if she finds that someone understands,
As she calls it, “the end of it all,”

She never feels alone.

We see a light in the window,

In the middle of the night

In the window frame, a quiet face,
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Breathing
Yiddish

Poet Rivka Basman Ben Haim writes
in Yiddish to keep in herself the memory
of those ‘who did not reach the shore’

Reflected, writing a word into the night.

A poem for dawn

We know her — the strange lady
Who speaks to us in colors

Of green, rose, and sky blue.

How does this poem reflect your life as a
Yiddish poet?

I came from a warm, Yiddish, Jewish
home, with connection and belonging to
generations of Yiddish speakers. I had
amazing teachers, starting in elementary
school in Vilkomir [Lithuania]. Our wise
teachers knew how to leave us with the trea-
sures of Yiddish. I also lost my mother when
I'was very young — about five years old. And
this affected me deeply.

Since learning and discovering Hebrew —
which came after extremely difficult expe-
riences — these two languages have always
been on my lips. But I write poems only
in Yiddish. I’ve tried Hebrew, and I maybe
succeed in writing one line. [Yiddish poet,
editor, and translator] Arye Shamari, of
Kibbutz Ein Shemer, used to say: there’s no
pair better than Hebrew and Yiddish.

When did you learn Hebrew?

When I came to Israel, in 1947, after the
Holocaust. It’s hard to say that anyone was
“saved” from the Holocaust. We all suf-
fered. Some survived. I came with my hus-
band, the painter Mula Ben Haim, to Kib-
butz Ha’Ma’pil.

Yet you continued to write in Yiddish.
Despite all the difficulties that have come
upon Yiddish, and still do, it’s still the way

I remain creative. I don’t see creativity in
Yiddish as an epilogue. I see it, as we say
in the prayers, “Ha’'Zorim BeDim'a Be’Rina
Yiktzoru” — those who sow in tears reap in
joy. I believe in this — it’s not an illusion. I
believe that this is how we see and under-
stand those people for whom their nation’s
destiny and culture are important to them.

Did you find any other outlet for your
Hebrew?

My profession is being a teacher — in He-
brew. More than once I was asked, “If you
know Hebrew so well, why not write in
Hebrew?” 1 always answered with a credo
1 developed: My life is in Hebrew, with all
its sublime beauty. While all of me breathes
Yiddish, in all its loneliness.

Can you tell us about how you started
writing poetry?

I never started writing —I always wrote.
Words and rhymes are like magic for me.
Since I remember myself I would respond,
when I was spoken to, by giving an answer
in thymes. Already when I was six years
old, I was told: “When will you start speak-
ing like a normal human being?”

And how did your gift for rhyme develop?

During the Second World War, in the
Vilna Ghetto, I had a fateful meeting with
[poet and editor] Avraham Sutzkever. He
organized poetry readings in the ghetto and
I would come. I told him about my poetry
and he encouraged me.

I went to elementary school in Yiddish,
but after that I studied in Lithuanian, and
wrote poetry in Lithuanian. Suztkever told



me two things. First, he said, you write only
in Yiddish. Second, he said: you don’t write
years and sadness, you only write life. He
had a vision for the continuation of Yiddish
creativity.

What was it like writing Yiddish poetry
in the newly formed State of Israel?

There was a time when Yiddish was con-
sidered “strange” and off on its own. We
spoke a lot about this throughout the years.
I have a poem which expresses my feelings
about this.

1 like that you don’t like my writing

Free birds can discover abysses
and heavens

But before the end, the final line,

Out of the mystery, comes my spirit’s tear,
Because you won't understand my poem
in Yiddish

I want to add that I write in Yiddish not
only because I was born into the language.
It’s also a way of guarding and keeping, in
myself, the memory of those who did not

A\

reach the shore. And my memory is in Yid-
dish.

How does this memory play itself out in
the present?

One’s biography isn’t static. Today, the re-
lationship to Yiddish is changing. Younger
generations are curious about its cultural
treasures. They have a desire to learn, to
ask, to discover. There are people for whom
Yiddish isn’t a mother tongue — but a grand-
mother tongue. We see this change at Beit
Leyvik, the Union of Yiddish Writers in
Israel. People come to listen. It’s not a big
renaissance — but there’s a change.

‘What are these changes you’re finding?

People have memories they don’t know.
They’ve learned and want to read writers
like [Israel] Rabon. There are also transla-
tions from Hebrew to Yiddish.

And how does this reflect on your own
practice?

I've come to the conclusion, through
translating poetry, that real poetry puts
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There was a time when Yiddish was consid-
ered 'strange’ in Israel, but the younger gen-
eration's attitude to the language is chang-
ing, says poet Rivka Basman Ben Haim

more emphasis on the closeness to one’s
soul than on language. And this brings to-
gether distant worlds. I came from the no-
good and went into creativity.

Again, I can best express this through po-

etry:

Poems, too, are drops of healing,

We drink them to the very end.

So that it’s easier for words to tell us
That there’s no such thing as healing.

This really puts poetry itself in question.

It’s what the poem can say about itself.
My feeling is that, in writing poems, and
considering what I went through, it’s a
kind of therapy. The question is not “how”
to write a poem but “when” you write a
poem.
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A MASTER
OF DISGUISE

Through creative and alternative methods, Yiddish is being revived and
reinserted into Jewish culture and the students of this quiet renaissance are often
caught by surprise by the emotional magnitude of its impact

By Noa Amouyal

hen a child refuses to eat
his vegetables, what is a
distraught parent to do?
Many parenting books
advocate the sneaky ap-
proach — for example,
hiding little bits of broccoli in cheese lasa-
gna — so the child gets the nutrients it needs

In many ways, advocates of reinvigorating
Yiddish culture have adapted this approach
by carefully weaving in elements of Yiddish
literature, history and folklore into social
and academic activities in order to nourish
the Jewish soul.

Before the Holocaust, some 11 million
Ashkenazi Jews spoke the language. While
exact figures are not available, today experts
say that number has dwindled to 1-3 million
around the world.

“The Holocaust simply eradicated Yiddish
speakers,” one of the only remaining high-
school Yiddish teachers in Israel, Shoshana
Dominsky, tells The Jerusalem Report.

Ironically, the birth of Israel — and Prime
Minister David Ben Gurion’s vision for it
— succeeded in turning more people away
from the language. His decree that Hebrew,
not Yiddish, be the language of the burgeon-
ing country and the laws that reinforced this
decision relegated Yiddish to the shadows
and to a language of shame spoken quietly
behind closed doors.

“Yiddish theater even got fined by the po-
lice. Everything related to Yiddish culture
in those times was banned,” Dominsky says.

The stigma against Yiddish and the laws
against it reinforced the shame and guilt Ho-
locaust survivors felt when speaking their
mother tongue thus preventing second-gen-
eration Holocaust survivors from picking up
the gauntlet and ushering Yiddish into the
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rest of the 20th century.

“There was always this idea that Hebrew
was the wife, and Yiddish was the mistress.
It had a stigma even before WWII, but after
the war, when my father arrived, he came
defeated, robbed of a culture,” Benny Mer,
a son of European immigrants, and a trans-
lator of dozens of texts from Yiddish to He-
brew, explains.

Dr. Mordehay Yushkovsky, a renowned
lecturer of Yiddish culture, who addresses
Yiddish students and educators worldwide,
found one common thread in most of his
students, especially the Israeli ones.

“The people who come to my seminars -
the tsabarim, the native Israelis - were taught
that they needed to be embarrassed by Yid-
dish,” he explains. “My pupils tell me, “When
my parents spoke Yiddish in the house, I was
embarrassed to bring friends over.’

“Today, they regret this so much and they
want to learn it — but there is nobody to ask,”
Yushkovsky laments.

However, the Ukrainian immigrant who
obtained his masters in Yiddish at Bar Ilan
University in 1990 is not interested in dwell-
ing on the past.

“LISTEN, WE know all the reasons Yiddish
disappeared, but we need to focus on what
to do moving forward. Of course there’s a
stigma, and negative connotations, but that
doesn’t interest me,” he says.

As such, Yushkovsky has dedicated the
majority of his adult life to reviving the
language. After leaving the Education Min-
istry where he was the head of the Yiddish
department, he has ventured off on his own
to open a network of courses and currently
speaks annually to 2,500 students world-
wide. Over the years, Yushkovsky discov-
ered that the key to success lies outside the
traditional academic framework.

“The more people say Yiddish is dying, the
more our numbers are growing incremental-
ly,” he boasts, citing a class he teaches at the
University of Haifa as an example. Three
years ago, that 200-seat capacity class had a
waiting list. Due to demand, it is now offered
in a larger venue at the city’s Rappaport Art
and Culture Center, which seats 550 pupils.
Those hoping to enroll immediately are out
of luck, as the class is fully booked until June.

“The same thing is happening at the Israel
Museum in Jerusalem, at the Herzl Museum
in Tel Aviv. On average, every year we are
looking at 2,500 pupils in Israel. This num-
ber can only grow, but a lack of knowledge-
able instructors is holding us back,” he says.

Currently, Yushkovsky partners with the
World Jewish Congress, which opened an
International Yiddish Center in Vilnius,
Lithuania —a city that was roundly acknowl-
edged as the epicenter of Yiddish culture, or
the “Jerusalem of the North.”

That center alone reaches 800 people
worldwide (including Israelis), with semi-
nars also being taught in Buenos Aires and
Montevideo. In keeping with the theme of
subtly inserting Yiddish into various disci-
plines, the courses teach Yiddish educators
— of both formal and informal backgrounds
- how to make Yiddish culture applicable to
a variety of disciplines.

“We want every teacher, it doesn’t matter
in what field — history, art, politics — to find
a way to incorporate Yiddish into his or her
field of expertise, “Yushkovsky explains.

Students come out of the seminars with
a clear message: Forgetting Yiddish means
abandoning over 1,000 years of Jewish in-
tellectualism and culture. Specifically, Yus-
hkovsky believes it is secular Jews who can
benefit the most from incorporating Yiddish
into their life.

“My personal motto over the years is to



show that Yiddish is a tool that gives a secu-
lar person the ability to feel Jewish. For a re-
ligious person, he has other tools at his dis-
posal — he has his Torah texts, his religious
learning, synagogue and traditions. What
does the modern world offer a secular Jew?”
Yushkovsky asks rhetorically.

“I see people at these lectures and they
break down in tears. They tell me, ‘I heard
that expression from my mother 30 years
ago. I heard that song from my grandmother
50 years ago,”” he says.

As a former ultra-orthodox Jew, Binyam-
in Hunyadi, who is currently working on a
doctorate in Yiddish Studies at Hebrew Uni-
versity, tends to agree with that assessment.

“I decided to become less religious as I be-
came an adult, but Yiddish stayed with me,”
Hunyadi says, explaining how he came to
dedicate his professional life to Yiddish. “I
found it a way to maintain my Jewish identi-
ty, but also be secular.”

“I wanted to remain connected to Jewish
culture, and I suppose I was looking for a
middle of the road approach to do that. Yid-
dish seemed to provide that for me,” he adds.

Mer too, is adept at making people more
Yiddish savvy, with his audience being
none the wiser. Through his prolific trans-
lations, he has become a master of disguise
when it comes to reviving Yiddish culture.

Of his work translating Yiddish to He-
brew he says, “It’s like I'm disguising my-
self as someone who says, ‘Okay, I’ll bring
you Yiddish in Hebrew, but I hope that by
serving you the food, the appetite for it will
follow naturally.’

“I matured and had greater awareness and
appreciation for my roots,” Mer says, ex-
plaining why he chose to delve into Yiddish.

“I was interested in sifting through the
trunk of knowledge that consisted of my
father's and my grandfather’s history - that
we were forced to abandon. We lost out on a
lot with this monolithic culture we current-
ly have. I felt there this was a language that
would be lost for generations in my family if
I did not set out to study it,” he adds.

As for Dominsky, she believes there is
nothing more uniquely Jewish than Yid-
dish. “Without this, there’s no Israel. Our
ability to survive, to endure the most chal-
lenging circumstances, the ability to stare
death in the face and carry on - this is what
Yiddish stands for, this is Jewish culture,”
she asserts.

In another example of subtly showing stu-
dents what Yiddish has to offer, Dominsky
often takes her students to plays at the Yid-
dishpiel, the only Yiddish theater in Israel.
The theater, established in 1987, aims to

restore Yiddish theater to its former glory.

Often, she witnesses the powerful impact
hearing the language performed has on her
pupils. “They are not listening to you at
that moment, suddenly they’re listening to
Yitzik Manger, and they understand that it
is no less respectable than listening to other
plays in Hebrew,” she says.

In addition to lectures, translated texts
and robust seminars, there are many more
organizations fighting to make sure Yiddish
remains relevant even in the millennial gen-
eration. Yiddish culture and language pro-
grams have been launched at several univer-
sities in Israel and around the world and are
becoming ever more popular.

On the government side, The National Au-
thority for Yiddish Culture was established
to preserve Yiddish culture and encour-
age new creativity. The Authority’s board
brings together members from diverse dis-
ciplines including academia, theater, the
media and the educational system.

THE AUTHORITY supports a wide range
of projects, including the work of writ-
ers, artists and musicians. It also sponsors
cultural programs at community centers
throughout the country and encourages
academic studies in the field of Yiddish by
awarding scholarships to students at univer-
sities nationwide. The Authority recently
participated in a successful book exhibit
at the Jerusalem Book Fair and also takes
pride in forging lasting partnerships with
Yiddish institutions of its kind.

“We commemorate special anniversaries
pertaining to Yiddish culture and history
and sponsor Yiddish clubs throughout the
country,” explains Judit Solel, the Authori-
ty’s Director. “For example, one of these is
the Arbiter Ring (Worker’s Circle), which or-
ganizes cultural activities every two weeks
in Tel Aviv and publishes a newsletter titled
“Vos?Ven?Vu?”  (What?When?Where?)
listing Yiddish activities in Israel.”

In terms of cultural offerings, those will-
ing to brave the intricate maze that is the Tel
Aviv Central Bus Station can enjoy live mu-
sical performances at the YUNG YiDDiSH
non-profit aiming at preserving Yiddish
culture. Their space takes the visitor back to
the shtetel where there are musical and the-
ater performances. They also have a library
with 30,000 Yiddish books, many of which
would have been discarded had YUNG
YiDDiSH not striven to recover them.

There is also Leyvik House — a three-sto-
ry building in Tel Aviv which houses the
Association of Yiddish Writers and Journal-
ists, a writer’s club and Israel’s only active

Judit Solel: Yiddish needs to be =
made more relevant for young people

Yiddish publishing house.

Beit Shalom Aleichem too, is a popular
destination for those looking to discover the
rich tapestry of Yiddish literature. The center,
located in Tel Aviv, teaches roughly 300 stu-
dents each year and offers a summer program
in Yiddish Studies at Tel Aviv University.

When it comes to the next generation, Yus-
hkovsky remains optimistic, “Yiddish is not
dying, it’s blooming, but in unexpected ways
such as the Klezmer festivals that attract
people who are not even Jewish,” he says .

“When I go to Moscow or Kazan, I see
young people, who through Yiddish, feel
like they’re returning home to their grand-
parents even if they don’t fully understand
the language,” he marvels.

Solel, however, points out that if a true re-
naissance is to occur, the Ministry of Edu-
cation must intervene. “Something must be
done to make Yiddish more relevant to the
next generations. This is a rich 1000-year-
old culture and at the Authority we’d like
to introduce Yiddish to pupils at a much
younger age.”

“In my opinion, there is not enough being
done in Israel to support this Yiddish renais-
sance,” she laments. “You hear a lot about
it, but at the end of the day, it’s only classes
for retirees who are nostalgic for their child-
hood homes where Yiddish was spoken.”

The study of Yiddish though doesn’t have
to be a choice between Hebrew and Yiddish.
Mer, for example, understands that contend-
ing with Hebrew is a losing battle, however,
this is not a game of either/or.

“Well I hope they eat the lasagna and
the broccoli,” Mer chuckles. “Vegetables
and pasta are both wonderful! This is not
a competition.
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