FESTIVAL PREVIEW

Idan Raichel Project

When: Today at 4 p.m. on Stage &,
and & p.m. on the mainstage
Where: Folk Fest, Gallagher Park

ROCER LEVESQUE
Special to The Journal
EDMONTON

For many people, the eerm “Middle
East” isvirtually synonvmous with
“trouble spot.” But one musical vi-
sionary in Tel Aviv could help change
that per-::EFtiDn.

You might even call the Idan Ra-
ichel Project something of a model
tor showing how people of disparate
backgrounds can get along.

“We are like one stone in a huge
bridge,” offers Raichel, on the phone
from his home where it's nearly mid-
night. “But I'm hoping this project
shows people in some small way that
peace is possible here.”

As his ensemble has found unex-
pected success, Raichel has been

under media pressure in Israel to
declare his own politics. But he has

avoided doing so.

“I'm 31 and [ have very strong
political views about the situation.
But [ feel I'm the leader of a project
and the magic is that vou can find

ople who are righe-wing and left-

eaning, Jews and Christians and
Arabs singing side by side, and so
it doesn't marter what I think. The
magic is that all these people azree
not to agree, and that thev are to-
cether onstage.”

Amid their dense, entrancing,
eclectic mix of percussion, strings,
levboards and electronics, the Proj-
ect’s several albums have featured
songs in six languages, including
Hebrew, Arabic, Hindi and English.
But anv perceived language barrier
hasn’t been a problem. In fact, the
biggest surprise was how this or-
canic musical experiment wound
up becoming a hir, nud,_-am% olit Be-
vonce on the pop charts as cheir first
two albums hit triple- platinum sta-
tus at home in Israel. Ironically, the
bandleader had an initial struggle
just to find a label interesed in put-
ting out the ir music.

“The marketing people were wor-
ried about what they were selling,
whowas going to eive interviews, or
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lclan Raichel

howwe would play live with all the-ae
people. Eventually someone thou

it might work in aworld music ni

but suddenlywe started getting sin-
gles on the charts, and now, 17 songs
have hitthe charts here.”

The project has now plaved sold-
out shows and festivals worldwide.
For their debut in New Youl:, theyin-
vieed representarives from Putamayo
Records and that led to the first two
international releases Idan Raichel
Project (2006) and Within My Walls
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(2008) coming out on Putamayo’s
sister label Cumbancha, both to
reat acclaim. He has channelled
that success back inco the music.
Raichel comes from a Jewish fam-
iby with roots in eastern Europe. He
began to plav “che least glamorous
instrument in the world™ — the ac-
cordion— at age nine, and pursued
his creative curiosity from there,
checking out tango and Gypsy mu-
sic, and studving jazz piano. Takir
his compulsory stint in the Israeli
armyy turned out to be a grear musi-
cal apprenticeship afeer he joined the
military’s rock band. Before long, he
was the band’s musical direcror.
Following his militarv service, Ra-
ichel took a job as a school counsel-
lor and he was exposed toa group of
Ethiopian Jews who turned him on
to the various pop and folk sounds
of their country. Thatwas the spark
thatignited the Project. By 2002, he
had %&E.le-d in musicians from sev-
eral rentethnic backgrounds to
complete the band’s sl dtled debut.
He underlines that the project is now
closer to a collective.
“It's almost hard for me to keep
track because the band keeps chang-
ing all the time. Up to now around 85

musicians have participated in this
project. The voungest is 16 vears old
and the eldest are abour 83 and 89
vears old.”

Ultimately, his Project retlects the
continuing Jewish diaspora, which
has bfﬂllg%lt s0 many different cul-
tures to his part of the world.

“Israel is all abour immigration,
50 it's one of the most interesting
melting poes in the world. If you can
imagine listening to the streets of Tel
Aviv, it's about the su::unds out there
that move me the most.”

As the band mours more and more,
Raichel has made new musical
friends around the world, often in-
corporating them into his low-tech
recording set-ups in synagogzue base-
ments and hotel rooms. He has used
musicians from Arabic, African and
Latin origins and he’s Cl]'ll';r one of sv-
eral singers who share lead vocals.

On tour it's different again. “We are
10 onstage, but most of us do several
things when it comes to ditferent
musical skills. Some of them already
have solo careers and recordings and
they come from all over the world.
But for me the biggest compliment is
when someone defines usas Israeli
music.”



