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Hebrew and Aramaic

the holy languages

Hebrew is the language spoken by the inhabitants of the territories which the
Bible calls “the land of Canaan” and which from 1000 BC on is known as the
land of Israel. Most of the books forming this great library which is the Bible,
have been written in that language.

During the 6™ century BC in Babylon, the people of Israel started to speak
Aramaic, a Semitic language of the tribes inhabiting the steppes of Syria and
Mesopotamia (12" century BC). With the return to Jerusalem (538 BC), the
Aramaic language became extended as a spoken language among the Jewish
population. Some fragments of the books of Ezra and Daniel have been
written in Aramaic language, as well as the explained translations of the bible
(targumim).

‘The Hebrew language thus became reduced to a small territory around Jerusalem,
until, towards the 4™ century AC, it became extinct as a spoken language.
Since then, it was used as a language for prayer and written communication
among Jews all around the world, whereas the languages of everyday life were
those of the countries where they lived. From the end of the 19™ century on, it
started to get recovered and to be consolidated, and currently it is the official
language of the State of Israel.

‘Che Man gave names...
(Genesis 2,20)

Hebrew is the official language of the State of Israel.

There are 5.300.000 people speaking Hebrew in the world.

In 1966, Shmuel Yosef Agnon, a writer of Ukrainian origin, was awarded the
Nobel Prize for literature for his work written in Hebrew language.

personalities

Eliezer Ben Yehuda

Born in 1858 in Luzhki (Belorussia), he was a Jewish journalist and philologist
and author of the first great dictionary of Modern Hebrew language.

In 1879 he launched the idea of creating a Jewish cultural

( - centre in Palestine, where the Hebrew language would be
the spoken language of everyday life. He himself went to

live there, and began to speak Hebrew in the realm of his
family, while at the same time starting basic education in
Hebrew language among the Jewish population who had
emigrated from several different European countries. He
was a great philologist who made it possible for the Hebrew
language to become an active language again, spoken in all

spheres, after many centuries of only being used as a language of
prayer and writing. He died in Jerusalem in 1922.

Rahel (pen name of Rahel Bluwstein)

Born in 1890 in Saratov (Russia), she spent her childhood in
N\ Poltava (Ukraine). In 1909 she immigrated to Palestine,
where she lived until she died, in 1931. She is one of the

main Hebrew poets, and her poetry is marked by the

clarity of her style, a simple lyricism and musicality, all of
which have made her poems very popular.



Yiddish

mame loshn, “‘mother tongue”

The Yiddish language is based on medieval High German and elements of other
languages, mainly Hebrew and Slavic languages. It is written in Hebrew letters,
from the right to the left. It is supposed to have begun to develop around 1000
AC among the Jewish communities of the Rhineland region, then spreading
eastwards to Poland, Lithuania, Belorussia, etc.

Affectionately called mame loshn (“mother tongue”) by the Jews, it was
the language spoken by most of the Jewish communities in eastern Europe,
extinguished during the Holocaust.

Y started to write, dear sons, dfter the death of your father. With the
writing Y have managed to live through many sleepless nights. Writing
nas helped me to dispel the sad thoughts which weighted me down.
(Gleickel von Hameln, 1691)

The Yiddish language is currently spoken by 2.000.000 people all over the
world.

In 1978, Isaac Bashevis Singer was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for
his work written in Yiddish Language.

personalities

Gliickel von Hameln (G/ikl bas Judah Leib)

Born in Hamburg (Germany) in 1646, she was married to the
Jewish merchant Hayyim of Hameln. Since his death in
1689, she took charge of their twelve children and took
over the business of her late husband, conducting trades
in Amsterdam, Vienna, Leipzig, Metz and Paris. In 1690
she started to write her diaries, seven notebooks of which
are still preserved. In these she described the everyday
life of the Jewish communities along the Rhine, as well as
historical key aspects of her time.

Sholem Aleichem (Sholem Yakov Rabinovitsh)

Born in Pereyaslav, Ukraine, in 1859, he was fifteen years old when
wrote his first work in Yiddish, a language he always defended
above anything else. In 1889 he published Die Yiddishe
Folksbibliotek (“The Yiddish Popular Library”). He lived
in Odessa, Kiev and Geneva, until he immigrated to New
York in 1914, where he died two years later. His literature
is destined both to adults and children, and contains large
amounts of humour. One of his most famous works is
Tevye the Dairyman, which inspired the musical Fiddler on
the Roof. He published a great number of works in Yiddish,
being considered the most important author in this language.
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Patronat Call de Girona — Jewish History Museum

Curators:
Joan Ferrer Costa and Patronat Call de Girona — Jewish History Museum

Design and production:
Mostra Comunicacid

With the collaboration of:
Historical Archives of Girona and Network of Spanish Jewish Quarters

Jewish History Museum

Temporary Exhibitions Hall, ground floor

Tuesday-Saturday, 10 am to 6 pm; Sunday, Monday and public holidays, 10 am to 2 pm.
July/August: Monday-Saturday, 10 am to 8 pm; Sunday and public holidays, 10 am to 2 pm.

8, Forca Street — 17004 Girona
Tel.: (+34) 972 216 761 — callgirona@ajgirona.cat

www.girona.cat/call — www.facebook.com/callgirona



