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TOO YOUNG FOR YIDDISH

I had the pleasure once again of connecting with Rich Michelson and Leonard Nimoy. I asked if I could interview them regarding their new venture in writing. 

I learned that after careful planning, they embarked on a new adventure—sharing an audio book with listeners across the globe. The author of the book, “Too Young for Yiddish” is Richard Michelson. The reader for the audio version is Leonard Nimoy.

I listened to the audio version then perused through the book and found the story to be quite enlightening. Even though it’s meant to be a children’s book, as an adult I did learn from it. The story focuses on Jewish practices and language. I think you’ll find it to be “fascinating.”

INTERVIEW WITH MICHELSON

Good day, Richard. I’m interested in learning more about your book, “Too Young for Yiddish.” I have a few questions here for you. I’m sure others out in the vast world we live in would love to hear about your trials and triumphs related to your life and your work. So, without further adieu….

1) Tell me a little about your life, your background (anything you’d like to share that’s not already on your website).

I was born in East New York, Brooklyn, and later moved to Wantagh, Long Island. My Dad had a hardware store, Michelson Bros., which was his father’s before him. I’ve written a number of poems and children’s books based on my old neighborhood, and much of my work is concerned with passing down stories from generation to generation.

2) What drew you into the world of art?

I did not have exposure to art during my childhood. To help save money for college, I happened to get a job as a traveling salesman selling fine art reproductions. I toured the country for 3 years, and after a time, I began visiting museums to see the originals of the merchandise I was selling. I was introduced to a world I knew nothing about, but I loved it immediately and knew that this would be my future.

3) Tell me how you got your gallery business off the ground?

I was tired of traveling and selling reproductions. I wanted to work with contemporary artists, and help build their careers. I gave notice, and my boss, who had become a friend, asked me to stay on. We settled the matter with a ping-pong match. I promised to stay if he won, and he promised seed money to start my own gallery, if I won. He was good to his word!

4) What challenges have you faced and overcome or possibly not overcome in relation to the gallery business?

I started small with young, unknown artists, and grew bit by bit. My first “real artist,” was Barry Moser, and after a number of years, I was able to take on Leonard Baskin, my first artist with a national reputation (though by that time, Moser also had a large growing following). I now represent over 150 artists, many well known, and including, of course, Leonard Nimoy.

5) Why did you pick Massachusetts to open a gallery in and not New York?

My first gallery was actually in Champaign, Illinois; and the second in Boulder, Colorado. I wanted to get back east, but having grown up in NYC, during a depressed time in the city’s history, I did not want to move back to Brooklyn, and I could not afford a space in Manhattan. Western Massachusetts was a place with beauty, and 5 colleges nearby to help contribute to the cultural life.

6) I’ve visited your gallery in the past—which served as a setting for one of my books (and in which I mentioned you in the dedication). It’s a wonderful place to visit—the atmosphere lent much to the imagination. Please describe your responsibilities in relation to your work there at the gallery.

The gallery has grown from a 8’x16’ corridor to a wonderful old bank building—itself a work of art--with 60’ high ceilings, marble floors, and old vaults turned into diverse exhibit spaces.

Richard, I see you have written a book called “Too Young for Yiddish”. I listened to the audio version of the story. You shared a lot of knowledge in that short story, which was enlightening—at least to me, seeing I don’t know a lot about Jewish practices and customs.

7) What inspired you to write this story?

During a visit to the National Yiddish Book Center, which opened near my home in Amherst, MA, when my children were teens, I was astounded by-- though I shouldn’t have been-- how little they knew of even recent Eastern European ancestors’ life stories. Swapping stories nightly around the dinner table was rarely part of the day to day routine in our house; And, unlike me, they did not grow up in a “Jewish neighborhood.” Both of my children knew much about French and English and American history, but they were taught very little in school about their own history, so I wrote this book to help start a dialogue, and I hope the book helps other parents and grandparents begin a dialogue so that children begin to understand that “history is what happens to real people,” including their own “bubbehs and zaydes” 

8) Why a child’s book?

I did not grow up with books, and certainly not children’s books. My parents were wonderful and loving in all ways, but I do not recall being read to as a child in East New York, Brooklyn, and when my own children were young, I didn’t read children’s books to them ( The first book my daughter recalls hearing me read to her and her friends during one of their 3rd grade sleepovers was Kafka’s Metamorphosis, which is what I was reading at the time). But some of my gallery artists were illustrating books, and as I began reading these works I realized that the best of these books were as challenging and entertaining as anything I had been reading. And as I looked further I saw that many of the great illustrators were, I had to admit, the equal in both skill and vision to what I was seeing in the best galleries and museums. I had begun writing and publishing for adults and my two loves were art and poetry. The best of both was often combined in the form of picture books?

9) How long did it take for you to write it?

I always have a few writing projects going on at once (not to mention the gallery work, and speaking engagements), but I visited the Yiddish Book Center in 1997, and began my notes for the book, which was published in 2002.

10) Did you have to consult with anyone about any of the content?

I worked with my wonderful editor Yolanda LeRoy at Charlesbridge Publishers.

11) How did you go about getting an illustrator?

As is standard in the business, the publisher chooses the illustrator. In this case I was thrilled to be paired with the incredibly talented Neil Waldman.

12) How long did that process take? How much input were you allotted in relation to the illustration process?

Neil worked on the book for about a year. I was given no input, nor did I request any. I knew the book was in capable hands, and it was time for Neil to bring his own vision to the collaboration. As it happened, we met at my home after he was hired for the project, and he ended up using photographs he took of me as the basis for his drawings of the grown-up Aaron in the story (and my son was a model for the younger Aaron).

13) What all was involved in bringing Leonard Nimoy on board? He’s the voice for the audio version of your book.

What a wonderful icing on the cake. The Yiddish Book Center began a project to record Jewish short stories. They asked Mr. Nimoy to record the story, and I was thrilled.

14) Was Nimoy your first and only choice for the audio book project?

First and only! Leonard and I had originally met at the Yiddish Book Center. He did a reading of Isaac Singer’s “Gimpel, the Fool.” It had long been one of my favorite stories, and he brought it beautifully to life; at the time I had no idea he would later do the same for my story.

15) What was involved in the process of creating an audio book? What was your role in the process?

I had no role at all, other than waiting to hear the finished recording.

16) Is the audio book also available in hard copy format or is it only available as an online download? (I thought I read on one of the webpages I looked at that an audio book was being made available on CD.)

You can listen on my website www.RichardMichelson.com. Click on children’s books, and then “Too Young for Yiddish.” You can also purchase a CD at the National Yiddish Book Center bookstore. Ask for “More Jewish Children’s Stories.”

17) Tell me a little about your other books. Do you plan on writing any other children’s books in the near future?

You can see a listing of all my books at www.RichardMichelson.com. You’ll see both fiction and non-fictional historical stories, and lots of books of poetry for both adults and children.

I am proud to say that my latest book, "As Good As Anybody: Martin Luther King and Abraham Joshua Heschel's Amazing March Toward Freedom, was awarded the Sydney Taylor Gold Medal from the Association of Jewish Librarians. It was also a Massachusetts Book Award finalist, and the Amazon.com blog hailed it as one of the 12 Best Children’s Books of the Decade.

18) What other projects (books or otherwise) are you working on now?

I am fishing a new collection of adult poetry. And for kids, my newest book, Busing Brewster, is forthcoming any day now. That will be followed next year by Lipman Pike: America’s First Home Run King.

19) Did Leonard ever reveal to you that he felt the story called forth memories from his own childhood upon reading your book? 

Yes, Leonard grew up in a Yiddish speaking home, and early on he acted in Yiddish theater. Though I am a generation younger, we both come from working class Jewish backgrounds, and Leonard has been very supportive of my work. 

20) What do you think endeared Nimoy to your book?

You will have to ask him.

21) Have you ever worked with or thought of working with other artists, such as Michael David Ward, in conjunction with some of your work? He’s a prolific artist and writes some as well.

In general, the publisher chooses the artist who I will be paired with, but I know Ward’s work, and would, of course, be happy to work with him in the future. 

22) Are you collaborating with Nimoy or any other author on a book or audio book at this time, or thinking about it for a future project?

The actor Jay O Sanders just recorded two of my stories—Across the Alley, and Grandpa’s Gamble for the Skirball Museum in L.A. (moving to the Eric Carle Museum of Picture Book Art, in fall 2010) And the writer, singer, activist Julius Lester, recorded my book Across the Alley, for the same exhibit.

Leonard and I are busy finishing the plans for his upcoming exhibit at my gallery (opening July 29) and at MassMOCA (opening July 31). I just wrote the introduction for the exhibit catalog Secret Selves. Beyond that we both have lots of projects in mind.

23) Have you ever displayed Jewish type art in your gallery that was created by younger artists, or even thought about displaying art that depicts a child’s Jewish upbringing? (This came to mind as I listened to Nimoy read your book). Is this something you would consider in conjunction with displaying/promoting your book to the world and to other artists?

While we exhibit a wide range of art at the gallery, it does include a number of artists who use their Jewish background as subject matter. This includes Caldecott winning illustrators Mordicai Gerstein and Maurice Sendak, and artists like Karla Gudeon, who mines the Jewish past, and also happens to be a subject in the Nimoy Secret Selves Project. 

Thank you, Richard. I always love hearing Leonard speak about the time, when as a young boy, he attended a religious ceremony with his father, and of his father having instructed him “not to look”—but he did anyway—and of how it frightened Leonard to see the religious men waving their arms about in the air while chanting. That story always brings vivid pictures to my mind that I feel would make a great work of art.

24) Do you have any such stories you’d be willing to share?

I do try to share as many of my own stories as I can, through my books.

Thank you, Richard, for taking time to speak with me. Perhaps I will drop in to visit your gallery again soon.

Here are the main websites where you can view Richard Michelson’s work:

R. Michelson Galleries

http://www.rmichelson.com/index.htm

Too Young for Yiddish

http://www.rmichelson.com/Artist_Pages/Gallery/RM/B_Yiddish.htm

A FEW QUESTIONS FOR NIMOY

Good day to you, Leonard. I have a few questions for you concerning Richard Michelson’s book, “Too Young for Yiddish.”

1) What drew you to it or endeared you to that book?

Mr. Michelson’s book touches me in a deep place. I lived with Yiddish speaking grandparents. They were a major positive influence on me and the language still has a great impact on my emotions.

2) Did it bring back a flood of childhood memories as you read it? If so, any good ones you’d be willing to share?

I have vivid and emotional memories of my childhood experiences as the youngest member of a Jewish family. Michelson’s book puts me in touch with those powerful memories. I hold them dear.

3) What prompted you to take on the task of being the reader for the audio book?

I was asked by the National Yiddish Book Center, and I was pleased to be able to record the story. 

4) If Richard wrote another such book, would you be willing to be the reader for that audio book? 

Of course.

Thank you, Leonard, for taking time out of your busy schedule to speak with me. As in times past, it’s been a pleasure. I’ll be seeing you around later this year as I follow your work and report on it across the WWW.
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