ESSAY

Reading
by Heart

Cne rmother recites 1o her children
to help them memorize their
fovorite books | By llana Kurshan

AM AN AVID BEADER, THOUGH
these days [ read fewer novels and
mre children’s picoare books. 'm
ni complaiming; onc of the greatest
pleasures of being & parent is reading
aloud to my children—which I do all
the ome. In the middle of our kitchen
table sits a shtender, 3 wooden stand
miore commonly wied to support
vodumes of Talmod, Ours contains
callipraphy of a phrase from the
Mishmah: “De mos say: "When [ have
timee, [ wall stady,” lest vou never have
time.” When | boughr it 10 vears
agew, | had far more dme o soudy
Torah than I do now, but I have
rehabilitated the shrender by using it
as a stand For the picture books we
read during dinner every night.
While 1 am walking miy kids oo
school—my zon biking in circles
around me, the twins at each side
and my baby in the stroller—I recite
to them from the poems 've Comumit-
ted to memory, generally after many
nights of reading and re-reading.
W have illuscrared picture books
coneaining Koberr Frost's “Stopping
by Woods on a Snowy Evening™
[which my kids can recite by hearr)
and William Blakes “The Tyger”
{they deliver 2 mean first sranca).
| haven'r found an acrual illustrared
children’s version of *The Tyger™—it
is mowt standard childeen’s Fire—bat
we vwn 3 book abour a tiger in 2
forest with awful text bur dazzling
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ilusrrarions, o [ princed our che
poem and pasted ane stanea over the
text of each page, I do this when we
have books with cerrific illustrarions
but lackluster words; the book
becomes a palimpsest, with a new
Layer of rext overlaying the original.
Mot of the books we read are
heavy on text—either Hebrew or
Enghsh, with complicated words—bur
I rarely stop to explain as I read. 1
assumee that the kids wall internalize
whar they don't imderstand nonerhe-
less. Sure, there are dangers ro this
approach. Becently, while reading my
daughter an illustrared children's ook
version of the song *Sunrise, Sunser,”
we came w0 the line “Share the sweet
wing and break the plass,™ and she
pointed to the cves of the bespec-
tacled groom in the picture and
velled, “Break the glasses, break the
glasses,” before lunging for my pais.
Ofren [ campose melodics for
the texes. Every Shabhar afreenoan,
I chant alowud from Pirlkei Avor, an
ancient collection of rabbinic wisdom
that [ve set to music. The kids are
miere hkely to remember, sav, that
a shy person cannoe learm {Chapter
2:5) 18 1 belr out thess words to them
again and again to the same tune.,
somerimes [ wonder iF 1 focos oo
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much on memorization, but it has
been a key part of my own leamming.
When | started reading Shakespeare in
high school, I committed to memaory
several sonnets and soliloguies, even
though I enly partially undersiood
them. Ower the vears, a coupler would
inexplicably pop inte my head and
I'd find thar | suddenly underssood
irs meaning, Likewise, much of the
Torah [ know by hearr comes from
practicing to chant the verses alond
in symagogue. These verses, now
internalized, have become part of the
fabric of my being, and I'm reminded
of the Talmudic sage Rabhi Eliezer,
who referred to his “taro arms, like
owo weapped Torah scrolls.™

T mermomze something is o be
able to summon i ar any dme, and
theretare truly to own it I'd like
my children o become “walking
hooks™—like Rabbi Elieser—ahle
to pecite their favorite hooks from
meemory and thus to be able ro sic
down and “read” to themselves even
hefare they are literate, This hasa't
happened yet, but when it does, T'm
tooking forward to some quiet time
tes curd up with a novel.
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