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The language of Sephardic Jews for centuries, Judeo-Spanish is no 

longer transmitted to younger generations.  After decades of discouraging the 

use of languages other than Hebrew, the Israeli government has changed its 

stance toward minority Jewish languages and now actively encourages their 

maintenance.  Recent Judeo-Spanish revitalization efforts in Israel center around 

language classes, musical performance and storytelling events.  This dissertation 

explores language ideologies among speakers of Judeo-Spanish by focusing on 

activities in which the language and performance of its verbal art play a central 

role and, in turn, by situating these ideologies against the backdrop of Israeli 



 xiii

nationalism and the revitalization of Hebrew.  Whereas many Sephardic Jews, as 

children, associated Judeo-Spanish with shame, through participating in these 

activities, their feelings have shifted to nostalgia and pride.  Rather than merely 

viewing these activities as a way of bringing them back to the past, participants 

are now looking for ways to make room for Judeo-Spanish in the present and the 

future.   
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 
Introduction 

A Sephardic stand-up comedian named Vitali declared to his audience 

one Jerusalem evening in 1999 that Judeo-Spanish1 was not a language, but a 

travel agency.  The members of his audience, primarily Judeo-Spanish speaking 

Sephardic Jews, laughed and nodded their heads in agreement.  His comment – 

and the audience’s reaction – are interesting for a number of reasons.  First, the 

demise of Judeo-Spanish, a variety of Spanish spoken today by Sephardic Jews 

(Sephardim), descendents of the exiled Jews of 1492,  has long been predicted2.  

Yet the comedian made his comments about Judeo-Spanish in Judeo-Spanish, 

and the room full of people not only understood the surface meaning of his 

words, but laughed at their broader meaning.  Second, the ideology expressed 

by this statement conveys the belief that, through language, one can cross time 

and space to access a world of past experiences, relationships and values.  

Through speaking Judeo-Spanish, singing childhood songs and hearing old 

familiar stories, Sephardim can be brought back, metaphorically speaking, to a 

distant place, be it emotional, physical or geographical.  Third, this standup 

routine took place as an opening act for a Judeo-Spanish musical performance in 

                                                 
1 Judeo-Spanish is known by speakers as Spanyol, Muestro Spanyol, Ladino, Djudezmo and Djudio.  
See Díaz-Mas 1992:74-75 and Harris 1994:20-29.  
2 See Lapesa 1959, Renard 1966. 
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a public auditorium, and the very existence of such formally organized Judeo-

Spanish activities is an indication of the Israeli government’s increasing shift 

away from monolingual policies and toward the promotion of minority Jewish 

languages and cultures.  The increasing popularity of these activities also reflects 

a shift on part of the Sephardim, who once associated shame and 

embarrassment with their language but who now actively seek out opportunities 

to speak and hear it.  

For many Sephardim, Judeo-Spanish indeed functions as a “travel 

agency”, bringing back a flood of memories of people and places with each song, 

story or expression they hear in the language of their childhood.  But for a 

majority of them, the language only takes them in one temporal direction – back, 

to a different time in their personal or community’s history.  They have yet to find 

a way and a place for it to exist in a consistent and meaningful way in the 

present, much less to accompany them into the future.  The language activists 

who organize these activities, in contrast, do see a future with Judeo-Spanish 

and are working to spread their vision.  This issue of directionality is frequently at 

the center of the debate over the future of Judeo-Spanish, as the often nostalgic 

goals of the speakers do not necessarily coincide with the future-oriented goals 

of the language activists. 

 This dissertation addresses the future of Judeo-Spanish as it explores its 

past and present.  It examines language ideologies among speakers of Judeo-

Spanish in Israel by focusing on activities in which the language and its verbal art 
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play a central role and, in turn, by situating these ideologies against the backdrop 

of Israeli nationalism and the revitalization of Hebrew.  The topic of language 

ideologies has been a focus of increasing attention over the last two decades, 

but few studies have shown it as a phenomenon that emerges through moment-

to-moment verbal activities within situated activities.  In focusing on 

macrosociological issues such as ethnicity, political economy and nationalism, 

scholars of language ideologies have often overlooked the ways in which these 

factors intersect with peoples’ daily activities, and how language ideologies are 

played out through everyday talk and interaction.  Dell Hymes’ (1975:13) 

understanding of speech as social action requires that we view speech events as 

both situated in a particular context and emergent from it.  This, as Richard 

Bauman and Charles Briggs suggest (1990:61), reflects the dialectic between a 

linguistic performance and its political-economic and sociocultural context.  

Following Paul Kroskrity (1999), my approach invokes the “intercontextuality” 

between the immediate context of language use or a particular performance and 

the contextual frames related to broader issues of language ideologies.  I 

examine Judeo-Spanish language revitalization activities, specifically classes, 

singing and storytelling performances, as sites for examining the intersection 

between these macro- and micro-level processes.   

By looking at language activities from the perspective of both language 

ideologies and performance, I argue that Judeo-Spanish language revitalization 

activities go far beyond their explicit goal of teaching the language and promoting 
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Sephardic culture.  Rather, these activities evoke nostalgia, give form to and 

strengthen a sense of community, encourage participants to reevaluate their 

beliefs about Judeo-Spanish and empower them to carry the torch of Judeo-

Spanish revitalization.  These activities provide opportunities to not only speak 

Judeo-Spanish and socialize with other Sephardim; they provide opportunities for 

the contestation and negotiation of long-held ideologies about language.  More 

specifically, the participants contest the ideology dominant during much of 

Israel’s history that has argued against the use of any other languages aside 

from Hebrew.  Together, they negotiate new ideologies in order to create 

meaningful spaces for the continued use of Judeo-Spanish in their lives and work 

to determine their own roles in its future. 

This dissertation is also about identity – or more accurately, identities.  

Sephardic Jews in Israel at once may identify themselves as Sephardic, Jewish 

and Israeli, and they often further identify themselves by country or city of origin 

prior to their or their families’ arrival in Israel (e.g. Rhodesli [from Rhodes], 

Salonikli, Izmirli).  This multiplicity, or “repertoire” of identities (Kroskrity 1993), 

is very much intertwined with their linguistic histories, and together these 

identities play an important role in influencing the Sephardim’s beliefs about 

language.  This study situates Sephardic Jews as social actors within a world of 

linguistic choices, and it demonstrates the role that language ideologies play in 

bridging their daily experiences with broader national, cultural and linguistic 

issues. 
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As fewer and fewer Sephardim are able to or choose to communicate in 

Judeo-Spanish3, what it means to be “Sephardic” is no longer as clear as it once 

was.  For hundreds of years, Sephardic Jews lived in predominantly Sephardic 

neighborhoods, practiced Sephardic customs, ate Sephardic foods, and spoke, 

sang and told stories in Judeo-Spanish, yet today the Sephardic community is 

difficult, if not impossible, to recognize – in Israel or in other Sephardic centers 

around the world.  Decades of close contact with other groups and adaptation to 

the surrounding cultures have led to a blurring of the line between Sephardim 

and non-Sephardim.  As a result, there is a growing movement among 

Sephardim in Israel to promote and preserve what is most tangible about their 

culture, and what Barth refers to as “diacritica of ethnicity” (Barth 1969): their 

language and their verbal traditions.  One telling example of how these elements 

are emblematized is discussed in Chapter 4 occurs during a monthly communal 

singing event called Vini Kantaremos (Come Let’s Sing), when one of the 

organizers tells the audience “Have a good Sephardic evening of songs and 

stories”, implying that the presence of certain elements is necessary for an 

evening to be “Sephardic”. The heightened awareness to how language is used 

and the frequency of metalinguistic comments such as this makes the Judeo-

Spanish revitalization movement a particularly interesting site for examining the 

intersection of the macro- and micro-level social processes and how they are 

experienced on a daily basis in the lives of the Sephardim. 

                                                 
3 Estimates range from 60,000 to 160,000 speakers in Israel, as will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
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Language Ideologies 

Overview 

Having a language, as Duranti suggests, “is to be part of a community of 

people who engage in joint, common activities through the use of a largely, but 

never completely, shared range of communicative resources” (1997:334). It also 

implies being part of a tradition, sharing a common history, and having access to 

a collective memory.  Yet language is not merely a neutral cultural system.  

Language and language use reflect the influence of social, political and economic 

circumstances and the resulting social experience and beliefs of their speakers.  

The interrelationship between these factors are complex, particularly within 

multicultural and multilingual communities.  For Vitali, the Sephardic comedian 

mentioned early in this chapter, Judeo-Spanish is valued largely because of the 

memories of people and places that it evokes, in contrast to Hebrew, which is 

used on a daily basis and valued as a practical tool for communication.  In the 

following section, I provide an overview of definitions and current approaches to 

the study of language ideology.  I build on this as I discuss the role language 

ideologies have played in the development of nationalist movements.  This will 

lay the groundwork for Chapter 2, when I situate Judeo-Spanish speakers within 

the context of the then newly forming state of Israel, where Hebrew was 

consciously and actively used as a tool for unifying the emerging Israeli nation. 
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Definitions and current perspectives 

Language ideology has been defined in numerous ways, but for the 

purpose of this dissertation, two definitions are particularly useful: those of 

Michael Silverstein and Judith Irvine.  According to Silverstein, language 

ideologies are “sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a 

rationalization or justification of perceived language structure and use” 

(1979:193).  Focusing less on language use and more on sociocultural 

processes, Judith Irvine describes language ideologies as a “cultural (or 

subcultural) system of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, together 

with their loading of moral and political interests” (1989:255).  She further argues 

that language ideologies may mediate, rationalize or shape sociolinguistic 

differences, as well as mediate between ways of speaking and conditions of 

social life (Irvine 1992:261).   

In addition to the many definitions of what language ideologies are, 

scholars are careful to highlight what language ideologies are not.  Briggs 

suggests that language ideologies should not be conceived of as being the 

opposite of “true” or “real” facts (1992:410), nor should they be viewed as “fixed 

types” (1992:398).  Not all members of a community necessarily share the same 

language ideologies, and multiple language ideologies can exist within the same 

speech community.  One such example is the oppositional discourse produced 

by many Mexicano speakers in Central Mexico’s Malinche Volcano region in 

reaction to the formulaic expression of nostalgia, “Today there is no respect” (Hill 
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1992:263).  This expression, which associates pure Mexicano with a more 

respectful time in their speech community’s history, is often contradicted and 

even parodied by women and less socially powerful men (Hill 1992:264).  By 

viewing language ideologies as multiple and not always shared by all members, 

Kroskrity argues that “we are challenged to understand the processes employed 

by specific groups to have their ideologies become taken-for-granted aspects 

and hegemonic forces of cultural life for a larger society” (2000:13).   

Language ideologies are also not exclusively about language itself; 

Silverstein (1985:220) argues that ideologies mediate between members’ 

linguistic and discursive practices and social experience.  Kathryn Woolard and 

Bambi Schieffelin (1994:56) note the importance of examining how links are 

formed between language and groups, personal identities, and social institutions.  

The Arizona Tewa’s expression “Our language is our history” (Kroskrity 1993:44) 

reveals the intricate tie between language, history and identity.  While this 

statement reveals an ideology available to the Tewa at the level of discursive 

consciousness, Tewa linguistic ideologies are largely revealed through a 

practical consciousness. 

Susan Gal’s work on bilingual German and Hungarian speakers in eastern 

Austria reveals that the symbolic values speakers construct for a language 

mediate both language choice and internal lexical change (1989:315).  

Hungarian, the  language of ethnic solidarity is associated with peasant 

agriculture and labeled as “economically useless”; at the same time, German, the 
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language of power and education, is admired and considered prestigious (Gal 

1989:317).  The attitudes the speakers hold toward their languages, situated 

within their social, political and economic context, reveal many of the underlying 

motivations and pressures for abandoning one language in favor of another.  As 

Kroskrity suggests, attempting to isolate a community’s language of ethnicity is 

not sufficient; instead, it is more appropriate to study “the patterned alternations 

in the use of all the languages in their linguistic repertoire so as to reveal when 

and why members of the speech community find them to be appropriate vehicles 

for communicative expression” (1993:193).   

The attitudes the speakers hold toward their languages, situated within 

their social, political and economic context, reveal many of the underlying 

motivations and pressures for abandoning one language in favor of another.  

Native Judeo-Spanish speakers, both Israeli-born and immigrants, have adopted 

Hebrew to varying degrees over the course of their lives, often at the expense of 

Judeo-Spanish.  Their reasons have been both practical and ideological, but their 

decision has been strongly influenced by the spirit and the reality of Israeli 

nationalism.  In this next section, I discuss language ideologies within the context 

of nationalistic movements before turning to an overview of the approaches to 

the study of performance, the other major theme of this study. 
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Language and nationalism 

Language shift and code choice are frequently related to questions of 

ethnic and national identity, yet this seemingly natural link between language and 

nationalism has not always existed.  As William Safran argues, prior to the age of 

nationalism, states were based on religion and dynastic loyalties rather than on a 

common ethnic background and language (1992:398).  This notion of antiquity is 

likewise essential to Joshua Fishman’s assessment of the relationship between 

language and nationalism.  He contends that “[f]or the nationalist, language 

represents the continuity of a Great Tradition with all of its symbolic elaborations 

in terms of ideologized values and goals.  Language selection therefore 

represents a triumph over other, purportedly lesser traditions and goals” 

(1968:9).  Whereas a nation, in his definition, is a politico-geographical entity with 

no requirement for sociocultural unity, a nationality, in contrast, is a sociocultural 

entity that might possibly have no corresponding politico-geographical realization 

(Fishman 1968a:43-44).  Nationalism, therefore, involves the pursuit of 

sociocultural unification, and a national language is chosen and regarded as an 

ideologized symbol.   He argues that self- and group-identity are impossible 

without a particular and authentic language – a common, integrating language is 

not enough.  However, as Nancy Dorian argues (1998:18), the coupling of an 

official language with the concept of the nation-state is what continues to pose 

one of the most serious threats to both the languages and identities of small 

speech communities. 
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In their work on European nationalism, Jan Bloomaert and Jef 

Verschueren (1992) have found language to be both a unifying force and identity 

marker.  While it is but one of many identity markers, language is seen as 

predictive of a distinct culture and history, to the extent that the absence of a 

distinct language has the potential of delegitimizing a group’s claim to 

nationhood.  They argue that there is a widespread ideological premise that the 

ideal society is not only monolingual, but is of one common religion, ethnicity and 

ideology as well.  This “dogma of homogeneism”  (Bloomaert and Verschueren  

1992:362) suggests that differences are dangerous, centrifugal and most 

certainly problematic.  The notion of one language, one people suggests that 

linguistic strife leads to social disintegration, yet this view of the “nation” or 

“people” is one which naturalizes and objectifies its existence as a “self-evident 

reality”.  Just as “nation” is not a natural, objective unit, neither is “language”; to 

treat it as such denies its social dimension and variation in distribution.  Within 

the context of modern day European nationalism, Bloomaert and Verschueren 

find that while language is capable of uniting and creating identity, it also divides 

and creates discontinuity (1992:370).  

One situation that highlights the potential for unification and divisiveness is 

the debate over English as the official language of the United States.  Dennis 

Baron argues that proponents of the official-English movement support the notion 

that language is central to a nation’s culture, based on the belief that American 

ideals – specifically democracy – are symbolized by and can be accessed only 
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through English.  Official-English laws, they contend, will force non-English 

speakers to learn the language more quickly, thereby ceasing to be a threat to 

national unity and security (Baron 1990:5, 7).  Yet he asserts that adopting 

English is not enough.  He writes that non-English speakers in America feel 

pressured to abandon their native language after acquiring English:  “indeed 

immigration to the United States has generally been accompanied by a high 

degree of voluntary linguistic assimilation rather than permanent bilingualism” 

(Baron 1990:8). 

Richard Handler (1988), in his study of nationalism in Quebec, contests 

the Western common sense notion that linguistic homogeneity is a necessary 

component to social solidarity.  He draws on Sorensen’s (1967) study of villages 

in the Northwest Amazon where multilingualism is the norm to contrast the 

Western nationalist desire for monolingualism (Handler 1988:159).  Among the 

Vaupés Indians of this region, as Jackson notes, fluency in three languages is 

the norm, with some people fluent in as many as five languages and others 

understanding up to ten (1974:55). The linguistic purism associated with the 

Quebecois tie to the French language, however, is pervasive and is evidenced by 

the disdain for anglicized speech, or “franglais”.  They blame themselves, 

Handler writes, for not respecting the language enough and they often times feel 

what he characterizes as a “collective insecurity” in relation to their language 

(1988:163).  The nationalist perspective perceives English as a threat to the 

collective self and proclaims that “the ultimate result of this collapse of cultural 
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and linguistic boundaries will be the death of the nation” (Handler 1988:169).  

Such a degree of linguistic purism, Handler writes, “bring[s] us back to the central 

assumptions of nationalist ideology, which posit the boundedness, 

distinctiveness, and homogeneity of the nation” (1988:170).         

Disputes over national and official languages abound, and the desire to 

create and maintain symbolic unity within the nation is particularly problematic.  

Pierre Bourdieu suggests that it is during the process of state formation that 

conditions are created for the development of a unified linguistic market, in which 

the official language dominates (1991:45).  This language, he argues, is then 

used as the theoretical norm by which linguistic practices are measured.  The 

educational system, for example, plays a decisive role in the legitimation and 

standardization of the language; at the same time that it integrates the 

population, the educational system contributes to the devaluation of popular 

modes of speech.  As a result, efforts on the part of minority language speakers 

to maintain their language, either as a language of daily interaction or as an 

ethnic language, often call into question their national loyalty and are seen as a 

threat to nationalistic goals.    

Minority language revitalization is more than just an issue of political 

integration; Safran (1992:398) notes that it also touches on the legitimacy of the 

political system and national culture.  He argues that language policy in the 

former Soviet Union, France and Israel was not influenced as much by anxiety 

over political sovereignty as by insecurity over the appeal of official ideology.  
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The three countries likewise shared the belief that minority languages undermine 

national unity, and as a result, he argues, they all officially took part in the 

standardization and diffusion of the dominant language as a tool for state building 

and as a vehicle for both ideological diffusion and political socialization.   

 Bourdieu argues that those who speak to their children only in the national 

or standard language participate in the legitimization of hegemonic national 

linguistic ideologies, and that it is through this complicity that they “collaborate in 

the destruction of their instruments of expression” (1991:49).  This complicity, 

inscribed in people’s dispositions, or habitus, is related to and motivated by both 

material and symbolic profit.   Woolard (1985), however, questions the extent to 

which a society’s linguistic market could ever be fully integrated.  Instead, she 

suggests the possibility of alternative and/or oppositional linguistic forms.  In her 

study of Catalan and Castilian speakers in Catalonia, she found evidence that 

refutes the image of monolithic linguistic hegemony.  In contrast, she documents 

the existence of competing and contradictory sets of values that create pressure 

for “illegitimate” language usage (1985:744).  Similarly, Bonnie Urciuoli 

(1995:535) notes that hegemonic practices are not limited to situations of 

dominant/subordinate or official/unofficial languages.  Even in minority language 

situations, as Urciuoli argues, language varieties are valued or stigmatized with 

relation to the literacized or purist version, resulting in the reconstitution of 

hegemonic relations through the minority language as well.    
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Sephardim in Israel find themselves at the intersection of a number of 

Great Traditions, sometimes complimentary and other times contradictory.  Being 

Jewish, Sephardic and Israeli and identifying additionally with city and/or country 

of origin, in combination with their own particular daily social experience, makes 

for a multiplicity of possible perspectives on language and identity.  In an attempt 

to better understand this complex combination, I examined Judeo-Spanish 

language revitalization activities.  Due to the paucity of natural and consistent 

settings in which Judeo-Spanish is used today in Israel, I concentrated my 

research on “situated activities” (Goffman 1961:14), or “speech events” (Hymes 

1972) in which Judeo-Spanish language and culture were the focus, which 

included language classes, storytelling and singing events, lectures and other 

Sephardic community activities.  Woolard’s contention that language ideologies 

are made apparent through linguistic practices, and not always through speakers’ 

explicit comments (1997:9), would suggest that speech events can effectively be 

mined to uncover ideologies that live under the surface or that possibly contradict 

other, more explicitly stated ones.  Focusing on face-to-face interaction within 

speech events also provides an opportunity to examine the ways in which 

participants organize social interaction, collaboratively construct and display 

meaning and relevance to one another, and actively construct their social worlds 

(M. Goodwin 1990).  In the next section, I discuss my approach to Sephardic 

performance as well as provide an overview of approaches to the study of 

performance.  I argue that by looking at the face-to-face, micro-level interactions 
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of performance, we are able see how broader issues of language ideology, 

nationalism and identity are socially and verbally enacted in the daily lives of 

Israeli Sephardim.  

 

Performance 

  In this study, I examine Sephardic performance.  I examine the ways that 

Judeo-Spanish songs and narratives are presented and performed, the ways that 

people address formal gatherings of Sephardic Jews and the ways that Judeo-

Spanish is used, taught and discussed in the classroom.  I focus on the stories 

people tell about themselves, their families, their languages, their customs, their 

countries and their homes.  I use performance as a frame for analyzing talk, and 

in doing so I look at the way that speakers themselves frame their words and 

how co-participants attend to this framing.   By “framing” I refer to both the 

implicit and explicit instructions speakers communicate to one another about how 

to interpret a message (Bateson 1972), a notion that therefore implies the 

collaboration of the audience together with the performer (see Goffman 1974).  

But perhaps more important than examining Sephardic performance in and of 

itself is examining what Sephardic performance says about Sephardic Jews living 

in Israel today.  I look at performance as a window into Sephardic language 

ideologies and their experiences as a minority Jewish culture and as speakers of 

a minority Jewish language in Israel.  Looking at the stories people tell about 

themselves, their lives and their families, situated against the backdrop of Israeli 
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state-building in the 1950s up through the loosening of the nationalistic reigns of 

the 1990s, allows us to see the strategies language activists and speakers 

employ to contest and negotiate language ideologies, and find a place in their 

lives and in the future for Judeo-Spanish. 

 

Approaches to performance 

Over the last forty years, researchers have taken the term performance to 

mean many different things.  For Noam Chomsky (1965), performance refers to 

the imperfect realization of competence, an underlying linguistic knowledge.  J.L. 

Austin’s (1962) notion of performance refers to doing things with words: 

pronouncing a couple to be married, firing an employee or supplying someone 

with information.  In this dissertation, I take the perspective common within 

anthropology, poetics and folklore that understands performance as both an 

artistic action and an artistic event: the doing of verbal art and the context in 

which it is done (Bauman 1977:4).  Beginning in the 1960s, researchers of  

verbal art shifted their focus from folkloric texts to context, with emphasis placed 

on communication and performance (Bauman 1975).  Until then, as Bauman 

(1986:2) argues, verbal art has been regarded as “collectively shaped, traditional 

stuff that could wander around the map, fill up collections and archives, reflect 

culture, and so on.”  This reorientation highlights the active role of people and 

situates verbal art within their lives.  While the text is still considered an essential 

element to be documented, this communicative approach involves the 
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negotiation of a performance’s meaning between speakers and other participants 

and requires attention to the prosodic and paralinguistic features as well.  

By viewing performance as both situated in and emergent from a 

particular context (Hymes 1975:13), Bauman and Briggs argue that we can view 

individual performances as tied to the proceeding and subsequent speech 

events, such as rehearsals, gossip and challenges, and we are able to examine 

the indexical relationships between them.  On an even broader scale, then, this 

perspective understands speech as social action, reflecting the dialectic between 

a performance and its political-economic and sociocultural context (1990:61-64).  

As they point out, “attempts to identify the meaning of texts, performances, or 

entire genres in terms of purely symbolic, context-free content disregard the 

multiplicity of indexical connections that enable verbal art to transform, not simply 

reflect, social life (Bauman and Briggs 1990:69).  

The notion of performance implies a sense of responsibility to the 

audience on part of the performer (Hymes 1975:18).  Bauman argues that the 

responsibility goes beyond referential content, highlighting instead the way that 

the content is communicated.  Performance can, quite simply, be understood as 

a way of speaking that draws attention to itself (Bauman 1988:3).  This sense of 

responsibility, as Alessandro Duranti and Donald Brenneis (1986) note, is not 

limited to artistic or formal acts of speaking; even in mundane encounters 

speakers may focus their attention on the way in which a message is delivered, 
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knowing that they are subject to the collaboration, interpretation and assessment 

of their audience.  

 

Ideology and performance: where the macro meets the micro 

This broad understanding of performance is particularly useful for this 

study of language ideology in the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, 

because it allows for the inclusion of numerous speech events and speech 

genres that do not fall under commonly-understood categories of performances.  

Therefore, while this study examines public concerts, storytelling activities and 

speeches, viewing performance as a mode of communication allows for the 

inclusion of classroom interaction and conversational narratives as examples of 

Sephardic performance.  Each of these performances is characterized by a 

heightened attention to how things are said, and they reveal much about 

speakers’ ideologies toward Judeo-Spanish, Hebrew and other languages they 

encounter on a regular basis.  While some Sephardim still use Judeo-Spanish 

daily, revitalization activities have been created that encourage the increased use 

of the language by a broader population.  Most contexts in which Judeo-Spanish 

is used now are artificial ones characterized by a heightened attention to 

language use.  When on stage or at the front of a classroom, those involved in 

the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement concern themselves more with how 

their speech will be interpreted by their audience than during naturally occurring 

interaction.  Performance “puts the act of speaking on display” (Bauman and 
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Briggs 1990:73), as it objectifies speech by calling attention to its markedness, so 

whether on stage, in front of a classroom, or conversing among friends with 

“Komo mi mama dizia” (As my mom used to say), the use of Judeo-Spanish is 

rarely neutral.   

Because language revitalization activities highlight the perpetuation of 

Sephardic language and cultural heritage, they often serve as a site for the 

explicit discussion of people’s relationships with and attitudes toward their 

language and culture.  The conscious choice to participate in activities that center 

around keeping a language alive makes a statement about the value of that 

language and what it’s good for.  That the language is good, fun, important or a 

worthwhile way of spending time and money, however, are ideologies that are 

not always explicitly stated but that are conveyed through practice.  Whether 

people participate in these activities (e.g. contribute songs to anthology, enroll in 

language courses, attend lectures and sing-alongs) for social or academic 

reasons, for nostalgic or altruistic purposes, the common factor is that language 

is a vehicle for their goals, a means to an end – to preserve Sephardic heritage 

for future generations, to strengthen or maintain their own identity, to recapture 

the past, or quite simply, to enjoy the process of group reminiscence.  In these 

contexts, for both organizers and participants in these activities, language 

ideologies that otherwise might remain under the surface are often brought out 

and made more explicit as participants are sparked to think about their 

relationship to Judeo-Spanish and to language in general.   
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The shift from Judeo-Spanish to Hebrew in Israel (and to other languages 

elsewhere in the world) is well underway.  The youngest fluent speaker I met 

during my research is in his 30s, and in that regard he is viewed as an anomaly 

in the Sephardic community.  Most Judeo-Spanish speakers with any level of 

fluency are over 50, although certainly not all Sephardim of that age can claim 

the ability to speak the language.  Hebrew is the language of daily 

communication for a majority of the Israeli Sephardic community, and no children 

are learning it as their native language.  The fact that Judeo-Spanish activities 

are becoming increasingly popular, however, deserves to be examined, and it is 

important to look at where Judeo-Spanish remains, for whom and why.  The 

process of language shift began over a hundred and fifty years ago, but whether 

or not Judeo-Spanish will quickly disappear or continue to surprise the linguists 

and delight the Sephardim, is still open for discussion. 

 

Methods and Fieldwork Overview 

 The research that formed the basis for this dissertation took place in Israel 

during the summer of 1996 and from January through September of 1999.  

During my pilot study in 1996, I was fortunate to meet with some of the activists 

in the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement.  I conducted interviews with 

language activists, including those involved in collecting traditional Sephardic 

songs, well-known storytellers, singers and language teachers, but I also made 
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sure to talk to people who had no particular qualifications other being Judeo-

Spanish speakers. 

 In preparation for my dissertation fieldwork in 1999, excited to have 

learned about an even greater emphasis on promoting Judeo-Spanish in Israel, I 

contacted many of the same people to inform them of my plans.  I ordered my hi-

8 tapes, purchased my plane ticket and searched the Internet to find a place to 

live.  Because the center of these activities is Jerusalem, I arranged to rent an 

apartment downtown, not realizing that I would fortunately be less than a 10-

minute walk from the office of the newly-formed National Authority for Ladino.  

The Sephardic community is not centralized in any one city or any one 

neighborhood anymore, so my choice of where to live was based on where 

would be convenient for traveling all over the city, as well as between Jerusalem 

and Tel Aviv. 

 Over the eight months, I interviewed dozens of Sephardim in their homes 

and attended virtually every activity sponsored by the National Authority, from 

lectures to classes to concerts.  At each event I was a participant observer, 

studying, singing or listening to stories with the others, but always with an 

analytical eye.  Rarely was my camera bag not with me, and I quickly became a 

familiar face in the “Ladino world.”  But I always stood out, as I was often the 

youngest person in the room by twenty or thirty years.  My age, combined with 

my nationality (obvious through my accent in both Judeo-Spanish and Hebrew), 

led people to address me in English or Hebrew, rather than Judeo-Spanish, 



 23

which I understood far better than Hebrew.  Only after repeated contact did 

people begin to address me in Judeo-Spanish, and my comfort with the language 

grew the more I spoke.   

I met teachers, politicians, musicians, Holocaust survivors, authors, poets, 

homemakers and storytellers over the months.  As I conducted participant 

observation I developed wonderful friendships, a love for Judeo-Spanish and an 

even greater attachment to Israel than I had before.  I extended my stay by two 

weeks in order to take advantage of an intensive week-long Judeo-Spanish 

course offered by the National Authority for Ladino, and I dedicate much of 

Chapter 3 to an analysis of the data that came from that one week.  I feel 

fortunate to have had the opportunity to conduct fieldwork during such a critical 

time in the growing Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, and I greatly 

appreciate the support and encouragement that I received from the participants. 

 I also was very fortunate to be in Jerusalem during a period of political 

calm, and although I avoided city buses and crowded open-air markets – 

common targets of suicide bombings – I still felt very much a part of the city.  On 

Saturdays, I would walk to the Old City and wander the narrow streets of the 

Arab Quarter, stopping to eat freshly-baked bread and later sit to enjoy tea with 

mint from a café rooftop overlooking the city.  During the week I would walk 

around old neighborhoods, trying to imagine life in the early 1900s as described 

by Ya'akob Yehoshua in his book Childhood in Old Jerusalem: 

Jews and Muslims had common courtyards, just as if we were a single 
family. We grew up together. Our mothers revealed everything to the 
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Muslim women and they, in turn, opened their hearts to our mothers. The 
Muslim women even learned how to speak Ladino and were adept in its 
sayings and proverbs…The Muslim women used to come down to our 
places across the roof at dusk to spend the evening in conversation. All 
the kids played together and if anyone else from the neighborhood 
bothered us, our Muslim friends would come to our defense. We were 
allies (translated in Alcaly 1985:433). 
 

More than four years after returning from the field, it is all the more difficult to 

believe that this description could ever have depicted relations between Jews 

and Muslims in Israel.  Perhaps looking back at the way life used to be can help 

inspire people to work toward change. 

At the end of eight months, I packed up my 240 recorded hours of 

videotape, said my goodbyes and began the process of analysis.  I continue to 

keep in contact with some of the language activists and Judeo-Spanish speakers 

I met while conducting fieldwork.  I am told that there is an even greater interest 

in Judeo-Spanish activities, and that despite budget cuts, the National Authority 

for Ladino is doing everything possible to keep up with the increasing demand for 

Judeo-Spanish activities throughout the country.  In addition, I am able to monitor 

the various goings-on in the Israel and broader Judeo-Spanish world through 

Internet newsletters and the almost two-year old Ladinokomunita, a Yahoo 

Groups listserv of postings exclusively in Judeo-Spanish.  I admire the efforts of 

the Israeli Sephardic community to keep the Judeo-Spanish language and 

culture alive, and I wish them much mazal bueno – good luck. 
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Plan of Chapters  

 In this chapter, I provided a brief overview of current research 

perspectives on language ideology and performance.  In doing so, I hoped to 

justify my approach to Judeo-Spanish language revitalization activities in Israel 

as an examination of the intersection of micro- and macro-level processes.  

Metapragmatic comments such as the standup comedian’s contention that 

Judeo-Spanish is not merely a language but a travel agency are commonly 

heard, but I wanted to examine not just what people said about language, but 

what the way the used language said about their experiences and their 

relationships – with people, with languages and with their country. 

In Chapter 2, I provide an overview of Sephardic history, beginning with 

the history of Jews in Spain.  I briefly describe the circumstances surrounding the 

Expulsion and the development of Sephardic communities in the Sephardic 

Diaspora.  I discuss the evolution of Judeo-Spanish in isolation from Peninsular 

Spanish and as a product of cultural and linguistic influences from the diverse 

communities in which the Sephardim settled.  A prestigious language of for 

centuries, Judeo-Spanish lost its footing as the Ottoman Empire began its 

political and economic decline.  Numerous factors contributed to the continuing 

decline of Judeo-Spanish, including the revitalization of Hebrew as part of the 

creation of the Israeli state.  I describe the attitudes surrounding minority Jewish 

languages leading up to and following Israeli independence, and I note the 

relatively recent changes in national ideology toward an increased acceptance of 
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minority languages and cultures.  I conclude this chapter by discussing the 

language use among Israeli Sephardim today, which includes extensive code-

switching among all languages available to speakers, although primarily between 

Hebrew and Judeo-Spanish.  The tolerance of code-switching within the 

Sephardic community is based on a history of Jewish multilingualism but also on 

the prioritization of communication over purism, in particular given the decreasing 

level of linguistic ability among the general population. 

 Given the decline of Judeo-Spanish, the remaining chapters focus on 

efforts to promote the language and its verbal art.  In Chapter 3, I situate Judeo-

Spanish revitalization efforts within the broader field of language revitalization.  I 

survey the history of the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, beginning with 

unofficial efforts, and discuss the way these organizations and activities have 

helped shaped the current movement.  I discuss the shifts in policy and ideology 

on part of the Israeli government and how they have created a mandate for the 

preservation of Judeo-Spanish.  In my discussion, I focus on the experiences of a 

group of adult language learners in a class sponsored by the National Authority 

for Ladino.  I examine the ways that the instructors attempt to create legitimacy 

around Judeo-Spanish while emphasizing one standard version of the language 

for use in official contexts, and I note that in sharing personal experiences with 

Judeo-Spanish and language activism, they help the students envision their own 

roles in the revitalization movement.  I discuss the way that the classroom is 
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used as a site for the contestation and negotiation of long-held linguistic 

ideologies and document the students’ shift from shame to nostalgia to action.     

Chapter 4 looks at the changing role of music as something that was once 

an integral part of Sephardic daily life and that currently plays a role in the Judeo-

Spanish revitalization movement as a more accessible and less intimidating 

activity than language learning.  I begin by looking at the motivations behind early 

Sephardic ballad collection, and after discussing the value for Hispanists, I turn to 

Sephardic folk collection efforts and look at the emotional value of these songs 

as vehicles for traveling back in time and across space.  I then describe the role 

of music in the creation of a common and authentic Israeli identity, and I situate 

Sephardic music within this cultural context as I describe the shifts in the 

contexts of Sephardic performance, from music as an intimate element of family 

and religious life to music as something to publicly performed, documented and 

collected.  I focus on one monthly performance event and examine the ways in 

which this activity used to build and strengthen a sense of community through 

educating the audience about Sephardic customs, music and language.  Of 

particular interest are the limitations on the roles that the audience can play in 

this formalized setting and the heightened attention to the way language is used 

on stage by the performers, as well as the efforts to create a standard set of 

expectations around cultural knowledge without calling into question the 

audience’s cultural authenticity. 
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 In Chapter 5, I look at Judeo-Spanish storytelling and the role that it, like 

singing, played throughout Sephardic history and now plays in the revitalization 

movement.  My analysis centers around four storytelling contexts: the classroom, 

a monthly public performance event, the Storytellers’ Circle and an informal 

gathering of two long-time neighbors.  In my analysis of the classroom, I describe 

the students’ co-construction of a story that they themselves do not know.  Their 

instructor, who tightly controls the telling, uses the story as an opportunity to 

educate the students on many levels, including vocabulary, Sephardic culture 

and the importance of respecting linguistic variation.  In the public gathering, I 

look at the division of roles between those on stage and the audience.  In the 

Storytellers’ Circle, I demonstrate how the women of this group interactively 

produce stories that help them evaluate their experiences in light of the past and 

reaffirm their common values.  My analysis of the informal gathering looks at the 

use of the personal, traditional and humorous narratives that, together, form a 

framework for understanding painful events and reconciling loss.  

 In Chapter 6, I conclude my study by discussing the future of Judeo-

Spanish in light of the revitalization efforts I describe, and I provide a brief 

summary of efforts to revitalize Yiddish as a case for comparison.  Despite the 

precarious state of Judeo-Spanish today, I conclude that there are indeed signs 

of optimism – but that much works is necessary for the language to survive in a 

meaningful way for Sephardim in Israel and elsewhere throughout the world.  
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CHAPTER 2   

HISTORY OF THE SEPHARDIM   

 

 
 
Introduction 

 In this chapter, I trace the history of the Sephardic Jews, beginning with 

their settlement in Spain and discussing the circumstances that led to their 

expulsion in 1492.  I then describe the development, persistence and decline of 

Judeo-Spanish within the Ottoman Empire.  In order to situate Sephardic 

language maintenance efforts within modern Israel (Chapters 3, 4 and 5), I also 

provide a brief background on the revitalization of Hebrew and its role in Israeli 

statehood before concluding with an overview of Judeo-Spanish in Israel today.  

While an exhaustive treatment of these topics is beyond the scope of this 

chapter, my goal is to provide the reader with a context for understanding the 

Sephardic experience prior to the establishment of Israel, attitudes toward 

minority languages in Israel today, and how these attitudes affect the current 

status and future potential of Judeo-Spanish. 

 

Overview of Sephardim in Spain 

Scholars are uncertain exactly when the first Jews arrived to the Iberian 

Peninsula.  According to Sephardic folk traditions, Jewish families were deported 

from Jerusalem by the Babylonians and settled in the area that is now Spain 
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around the year 586 BCE.  Some scholars present evidence of a Jewish 

presence in the Iberian Peninsula as early as 1500 BCE (Levy 1989b:17), but 

most use 70 CE as the starting point of Jewish life in Iberia, when the Romans 

destroyed the Second Temple in Jerusalem and dispersed their Jewish captives 

to the peripheries of the Roman Empire.  Within the Roman Empire, Judaism 

was recognized as a legal religion, and although considered pagans for their 

monotheistic beliefs, the Jews were granted religious and economic autonomy 

and lived in organized communities (Gerber 1992).  Though influenced culturally 

by their surroundings, they remained faithful to their religious traditions and were 

permitted to practice them in an atmosphere of tolerance. 

 

Jews under Christianity 

When the official faith of the Roman Empire became Christianity under 

Emperor Constantine in the fifth century, Jews in the Iberian Peninsula 

experienced both a decline in population and a deterioration of the relative 

stability they had enjoyed up until that point.  Judaism was considered a threat to 

Christianity, and Jews began to experience institutionalized anti-Semitism.  Jane 

Gerber (1992:2) points to the intense anti-Semitism in Christian Spain as a 

possible motivation behind the Jews’ insistence on their lengthy history in Spain, 

a history that would have made it impossible for them to have been responsible 

for Christ’s death – a charge for which they, as well as other Jews throughout 

history, were persecuted.  Their situation continued to deteriorate under the 
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Visigoths, who conquered Spain in 412.  The official intolerance toward the Jews 

is described succinctly by Haim Beinart: “Underlying the Visigoths’ anti-Jewish 

legislation was the attitude of a totalitarian regime which sought to single out the 

Jews as a people for relentless persecution” (1992:13).  In 616, the Visigothic 

King Sisebut added to the preexisting anti-Jewish code that all Jews must 

convert to Christianity.  Mandatory conversion with no choice of exile was 

considered so strong a ruling that even some fathers of the Church protested.  

Regardless, many converted, while others secretly fled to the Atlas Mountains of 

North Africa, where they coexisted peacefully with the local Berber population. 

 

Jews under Muslim rule 

The extreme persecution experienced under the Visigoths lessened under 

Muslim rule, beginning in 711, in part due to the Jews’ status as dhimmi – 

protected non-Muslim subjects.  Dhimmi were required to follow prescribed public 

behaviors, incur extra financial obligations and accept restricted involvement in 

social life.  In exchange, however, they were given the freedom to practice their 

religion, move throughout Muslim lands and practice their choice of professions.  

Encouraged by this display of tolerance, descendents of the Jews who had fled 

to North Africa under the Visigothic reign returned to the peninsula.  The tenth 

and eleventh centuries, referred to as the “Golden Age” of Spanish Jewry, were 

characterized by active Jewish participation in Muslim society and politics.  Aron 

Rodrigue and Esther Benbassa describe the political and cultural achievements 
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of the Sephardic Jews as being largely due to the emergence of a Jewish 

courtier class, which was “perfectly attuned to Arabic culture, familiar with the 

great accomplishments of Arab literature, and with rationalist and other 

philosophical thought that had made its appearance in Arabic” (2000:xxvi).  

Jewish cultural activity continued to flourish into the eleventh century despite 

political fluctuations and disunity, though the Almoravid (1085) and Almohad 

(1148) invasions brought destruction once again to the Jewish communities, and 

those of the Christians as well, marking the beginning of the end of the Golden 

Age. 

 

Early pogroms 

In 1391 a large number of Jewish communities in Spain fell victim to a 

devastating wave of pogroms that began in Seville and quickly swept northward, 

eventually destroying even well-established Jewish communities such as that of 

Barcelona.  In addition to killing thousands of Jews (estimates range from 30,000 

[Sachar 1996:45] to 100,000 [Gerber 1992:113]), these pogroms pressured a 

great number of Jews to either convert or leave the peninsula entirely.  Many 

chose the former, either wholeheartedly adopting the Christian faith or continuing 

to practice their Judaism behind closed doors.  Those who converted 

(conversos1) following the pogroms, as well as those who would convert in 1492, 

came to create an entire social caste in 15th and 16th century Spain and Portugal.    

                                                           
1 The converts were also pejoratively referred to as “marranos” (pigs) in Spanish, from the Jewish prohibition 
against eating pork.  They are currently known also by the Hebrew term “anusim” (forced ones).  
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The Expulsion 

Although ironic in retrospect, Spanish Jews favored the marriage of 

Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile in 1469, as they viewed the union of 

the Peninsula’s two most powerful kingdoms as a potentially stabilizing force.  On 

the contrary, events played out very differently for the Sephardim under their rule.  

Queen Isabella, who won her right to rule in Castile through a series of divisive 

civil wars, adopted the notion that an Inquisition under royal control would serve 

not only to politically strengthen the combined kingdoms of Castile and Aragon 

but to eliminate “judaizers” – those conversos who still associated with or 

practiced Judaism.  Beinart notes that many conversos were openly charged with 

judaizing rather than assimilating into Christian society, and the Jews were 

accused of helping them return to their Judaism.  This heresy, he argues, 

“appeared to require drastic steps as an existing reality that had to be extirpated” 

(1992:13).  Since the Jews were outside the authority of the Inquisition, forcing 

them into exile “was the only way to isolate the Conversos from their brethren 

and eradicate the influence exerted upon them by the latter to follow a Jewish 

way of life” (Beinart 1992:220).  It should also be noted that there was little 

economic incentive for the monarchs to allow the Jews to remain, as the 

conversos provided the same valuable skills that the Jews always provided in the 

past (Rodrigue and Benbassa 2000:xxxviii).   

Despite the Jews’ roles as close advisors to Ferdinand and Isabella and 
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the queen’s promise to protect the Jews issued as late as 1477 (Sachar 

1996:63), they appeased the public’s anger over the conversos and sought to 

strengthen their empire with a final move toward Christian unification.  On March 

30, 1492, the Edict of Expulsion was signed: 

Therefore…we have agreed to order the expulsion of all Jews and 
Jewesses in our kingdom.  Never should any of them return and come 
back…And if they are found living in our kingdoms and domains they 
should be put to death (Gerber 1992:137). 
 

Approximately 100,000 Jews chose to convert at this time, adding to the already 

substantial converso community.  Those Jews who decided against conversion 

were given four months to leave Spain, and approximately 175,000 did so 

(Gerber 1992:140).  A majority of them made their way to neighboring Portugal, 

but this refuge was short-lived.  When Portugal’s king married Ferdinand and 

Isabella’s daughter, the arrangement included the king’s guarantee to expel the 

Jews from his country as well.  The Portuguese edict was signed in December of 

1496, but disappointed at the thought of the Jews leaving with the new skills they 

had just brought to the country, the king soon ordered that the Jews be forcibly 

converted.  When many of the forced converts tried to leave the country, King 

Manuel prohibited immigration altogether (Rodrigue and Benbassa xxxix).  Those 

Sephardim who did not go to Portugal either settled in North Africa, specifically 

Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, or fled east to the Ottoman Empire.  It is the Jews 

of the Ottoman Empire, often referred to as “Eastern Sephardim”, that I focus on 

in this dissertation. 

 



    

 35

Refuge in the Ottoman Empire 

At the time of the Expulsion, the Ottoman Empire already had a Jewish 

presence, comprised of small numbers of Spanish Jews who had fled following 

the pogroms of 1391, and large numbers of Romaniot Jews – Greek-speaking 

Jews who had been forcibly transferred throughout the Empire in order to 

populate and revive the cities.  Because of Spanish Jews’ proven demographic 

and economic utility, they were actively encouraged to settle in the Ottoman 

Empire.  They were welcomed by Sultan Bayezid II, who allegedly claimed:  “Can 

you call such a king [Ferdinand] wise and intelligent?  He is impoverishing his 

country and enriching my kingdom” (Benbassa and Rodrigue 2000:7).  The 

Sephardim established thriving communities throughout the Balkans and Asia 

Minor, although they, too, were subject to population transfer throughout the 

Empire.  Unlike the other Sephardim who fled to North Africa and Western 

Europe, the Spanish Jews did not gradually assimilate to the practices of the pre-

existing Jewish community; in contrast, the Romaniot Jews were so 

overwhelmed by the waves of Sephardic immigrants that, after much opposition, 

they eventually assimilated to the Sephardim (see Benbassa and Rodrigue 

2000). 

The decentralized structure of the Ottoman Empire allowed Sephardim to 

organize into autonomous groups.  They initially formed separate groups based 

on the particular region or city in Spain, and later Portugal, from which they came 

(e.g. Jews from Barcelona initially had their own synagogue, as did Jews from 
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Aragon and Portugal), but the divisions between these groups eventually blurred 

as a result of the commercial ties between them and intermarriage.  Divisions did 

not blur, however, between the Sephardim and their non-Jewish neighbors.  For 

centuries they successfully resisted assimilation by preserving their common 

language – what is now known variously as Judeo-Spanish, Spanyol, Muestro 

Spanyol, Djudio, Judezmo and Ladino.   

 

Judeo-Spanish Language 

The language of the Sephardim before the Expulsion  

 At this point, it is important to step back and focus our attention on the 

languages of the Sephardim prior to the Expulsion, as well as the language that 

developed following it.  Throughout history, Jews have frequently spoken the 

languages of their non-Jewish neighbors while employing Hebrew to express 

Jewish rituals and concepts.  The Jews of Spain were no different, and prior to 

their expulsion, they spoke Castilian2 or one of the smaller regional languages of 

their Christian neighbors.  Whether their speech was indistinguishable from that 

of the Christians, however, has been debated by scholars.  Some scholars claim 

that distinct linguistic features did not develop until after the Expulsion, whereas 

others argue that the Jews’ language before the Expulsion was already 

somewhat different with regard to phonology, morphology and lexicon.  

                                                           
2 I use “Castilian” to refer to the language spoken in Spain prior to the 16th century, after which the term 
“Spanish” came to be identified with the language of the nation-state of Spain (Penny 2002:30).  While 
acknowledging the numerous languages currently spoken in Spain, I use “Modern Spanish” to refer to the 
Castilian spoken in Spain today.   
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According to Meir Bernardete (1982:59), the language spoken by the Jews was 

considerably different from that of non-Jews at the time:  

Linguistic differentiations seem always to have existed in the vernacular 
spoken by the Jews when compared with those of the Gentiles whose 
mother tongue they had learned for all purposes.  In intonation, 
vocabulary, sentence structure, semantics, the Castilian, say, of the Jews 
of Toledo, differed from that of the non-Jewish Toledans in all these 
respects. 

 
A number of factors could have contributed to the variation between the 

language of the Jews and the non-Jews.  For example, the geographic 

separation between Jews and non-Jews as a result of Jews living in separate 

quarters, called “juderías” or “aljamas”, limited the Jews’ contact with different 

linguistic varieties.  In addition, the professions in which they engaged often 

required a higher level of education than the general Christian population, which 

may have led to the maintenance of lexical items that their non-Jewish 

contemporaries no longer employed.   

David Bunis (1992:402) also notes the lexical differences that emerged as 

a result of the influence of Hebrew, Aramaic and Judeo-Arabic (spoken in by the 

Jews the Peninsula when under Muslim rule) on their speech.  Examples of 

borrowings from Hebrew include kal (synagogue), haham (rabbi) and mazal 

(luck).  Of the Hebrew loans, certain terms have retained only their figurative 

meaning.  For example, the Spanish asno (ass) is used when referring to the 

animal, while the Hebrew hamor (ass) is used when referring to a person 

exhibiting the personality trait of the animal.  The Sephardim also incorporated 

the Arabic word alhad for “Sunday” (literally, the first) rather than the Spanish 
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term domingo, as its Latin origin (day of the Lord) contradicted their religious 

beliefs. 

 Other scholars disagree that a distinct Jewish variety of Castilian 

developed prior to the Expulsion.  Moshe Lazar (1972:27), for example, argues 

that the existence of a Jewish dialect still lacks proof, although he acknowledges 

the existence of lexical difference between Jewish and non-Jewish speakers: 

  Without a doubt Jews did intersperse their dialects with Hebrew words and 
 expressions, particularly terms and concepts connected with religion and  

ethics, and they did tend to preserve archaic words and obsolete forms  
longer than most people. 

 
Similarly, Ralph Penny notes that an examination of religious and literary texts 

written by Jews in the centuries prior to their expulsion reveals little difference in 

their language compared to their non-Jewish contemporaries of the religion, 

excluding technical religious vocabulary (2000:176).  

Religious and literary writings may have resembled the writings of non-

Jews, but translations of sacred Hebrew texts were indeed done using a distinct 

Jewish variety of Castilian.  This Judeo-Spanish calque, as Haïm Vidal Sephiha 

(1986:18, 65) describes, was never spoken, but was a written language used 

solely for the purposes of translation and for teaching Hebrew.  Called Ladino3, 

from the Castilian enladinar (to translate, to render to Latin), this language is a 

word for word, mirror image of Hebrew and as a result differs dramatically from 

Spanish with regard to its syntax. 

                                                           
3 As I will discuss later in this chapter, “Ladino” is now often used to refer to the Judeo-Spanish vernacular, 
but this is a recent shift from other terms for the spoken language. 
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 Returning to our discussion of the spoken language, scholars agree that it 

was after the Expulsion that a majority of the differences developed between the 

Castilian of the Iberian Peninsula and that of the Sephardim.  While Castilian was 

continuing to evolve and undergo standardization in the Iberian Peninsula, the 

Castilian spoken by the Jews in the Ottoman Empire was experiencing its own 

changes, as I describe below. 

 

The language of the Sephardim following the Expulsion  

 By the time of the Expulsion, Castilian had already spread through much 

of the Iberian Peninsula as the language of literature and education.  It was 

therefore not uncommon for educated people residing outside Castile to speak 

Castilian in addition to their regional dialect.  The Expulsion from Spain, and later 

from Portugal, brought Jews from all over the Peninsula to the Ottoman Empire, 

and consequently brought together speakers of numerous regional dialects as 

well.  The dialectal differences among speakers were distinguished at first, but 

over time, as the groups began to integrate, a common language emerged: 

Merger of regional origins was no doubt accompanied by dialectal mixing, 
with the result that although the resulting Judeo-Spanish speech…is 
predominantly of Castilian tradition, it shows a considerable admixture of 
features from other regions of the Peninsula (Penny 2002:27) 
 

As for the Greek-speaking Romaniot Jews, settled in the Empire long before the 

Sephardim, they were far outnumbered by the new immigrants, and the 

economic and social prestige of the newcomers was such that soon this common 

Sephardic language became the lingua franca for all Jews throughout the 
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Empire. 

 

Characteristics of Judeo-Spanish 

Judeo-Spanish is often described relative to its linguistic conservatism, 

and as Penny notes, “[s]ome scholars have even discussed Judeo-Spanish as if 

it were Medieval Spanish preserved unchanged for five centuries” (2000:181).  

This view of Judeo-Spanish and its related verbal art as having survived 

unchanged is a common misconception that I address in later chapters.  Lack of 

contact between Sephardim in the Ottoman Empire and Castilian speakers in the 

Iberian Peninsula did indeed result in Judeo-Spanish being cut off from the 

linguistic innovations of Spain and Spanish America, but while it exhibits 

conservatism, Judeo-Spanish is also characterized by linguistic innovation.  In 

fact, Penny reminds us that the number of archaic features in Judeo-Spanish are 

far fewer than the number of innovations.  Phonological and morphological 

developments occurred following the Expulsion, largely as a result of the mixing 

of regional dialects of the Iberian Peninsula, and extended contact with their new 

non-Jewish neighbors in the Ottoman Empire led the Sephardim to incorporate 

lexical elements from their host-countries’ languages.  Sephiha (1986:57) 

estimates that by 1620, the Spanish spoken within the Ottoman Jewish 

community had developed into a variety of Spanish particular to the Jews, 

therefore citing this date as the birth of Judeo-Spanish.   

A detailed description of Judeo-Spanish and its evolution from Castilian is 
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beyond the scope of this chapter (see Vidal-Sephiha 1986, Harris 1994, Penny 

2002), but before I can discuss how modern-day speakers use Judeo-Spanish as 

it exists today, it is important first to provide a brief overview of both the 

conservative and innovative elements of the language, as well as discuss its 

decline.   

 

Conservative elements 

Many aspects of Judeo-Spanish’s phonological system have been 

maintained for over 500 years and reflect the system delineated in 1492 by 

Antonio de Nebrija’s Gramatica de la lengua castellana (Zamora Vicente 1970).  

The retention of three silbants, where in Modern Spanish only one remains, is 

perhaps the most pronounced phonological distinction today between Judeo-

Spanish and Modern Spanish, not to mention the one most jealously guarded by 

Judeo-Spanish speakers.   During the late 16th and early 17th centuries, the 

palatal fricatives [š] and [ž] and palatal affricate   in  Castilian underwent 

simplification and became [š], before changing yet again in Modern Spanish to 

[x]. 

 
 
In Judeo-Spanish, therefore, disho4 (he said), mujer (woman) and djente 

(people), whereas in Spanish these would be pronounced with the identical 

                                                           
4 Bold arial is used for Judeo-Spanish, bold italics for Hebrew and bold verdana for Modern Spanish. 
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spirant [x]: dijo, mujer and gente.   

Archaic morphology is another characteristic of Judeo-Spanish.  For 

example, Judeo-Spanish preserves the archaic present tense verb forms do (I 

give), vo (I go), esto (I am) and so (I am) as the final -y present in the first-

person singular form of certain verbs in modern Spanish became standard only 

in the 16th century.  The palatalization of the second personal plural form of the 

present-tense was a variation present in the 15th century (kantash and kantáis) 

(Penny 2002:29), but whereas Modern Spanish has eliminated the former, 

Judeo-Spanish employs it exclusively.  Furthermore, the initial f-, which became 

aspirated before its elimination in Modern Spanish, appears in Judeo-Spanish, as 

in fazer (to do), but also as azer, depending on country of residence.    

 Words and expressions that long ago fell into disuse among Modern 

Spanish speakers are preserved by Judeo-Spanish speakers.      

Judeo-Spanish Modern Spanish English 

Merkar comprar to buy 

tener de menester necesitar to need 

Mansevo joven youth 

ainda, dainda todavía still 

kale ke es necesario it’s necessary 

 

Penny (2000:178) writes that academic, literary and social developments from 

the sixteenth century on led to the association of certain linguistic variants with 
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powerful and prestigious urban groups, consequently leaving other variants to be 

marked as uneducated or rustic.  In these cases, the Sephardim, unaware of this 

differentiation, continued to use both varieties with no perceived variation in 

prestige. 

 

Innovations 

Although archaic features continue to characterize Judeo-Spanish, more 

than five centuries outside of Spain led the Sephardim to develop new linguistic 

features and incorporate elements from other Iberian dialects and Ottoman 

languages.  With regard to vocalic distinctions, Sephardim tend to diphthongize 

unstressed vowels (adientro vs. MSp adentro, pueder vs. MSp poder) while 

eliminating the diphthong on stressed vowels (kero vs. MSp quiero, ponte vs. 

MSp puente).  A phenomenon common to Judeo-Spanish, known also in 

Southern Spain and the Americas, is ‘yeísmo,’ where the voiced linguopalatal 

lateral is not voiced, as in sevoya ‘onion’ (corresponding to Modern Spanish 

cebolla).  There are also examples where this is replaced with [l] as in luvia 

‘rain’ (MSp lluvia) or its elimination altogether: castío ‘castle’ (MSp castillo).  

Modern Judeo-Spanish is also characterized by frequent metathesis, specifically 

in the pronunciation of r-d, which yields godro instead of gordo ‘fat’ and vedri 

instead of verde ‘green.’  Morphological innovations include the raising of the 

final vowel from o>u and e>i, as in locu ‘crazy’  and dishi ‘I said.’  The preterit 

suffix for 1st person singular and plural verbs ending in -ar, rather than canté and 
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cantamos, we see the closing of the vowels a and i  to yield kanti and 

kantimos.   

Lexical borrowing occurred long before the Expulsion, as described 

earlier, but once in the Ottoman Empire, borrowing intensified significantly.  

Given that in Spain they were concentrated in urban centers, the Sephardim had 

a limited vocabulary for objects in nature, but Sala (1979) notes that Spanish 

words for domestic animals, birds, and other common animals and insects are 

preserved in Spanish.  Most other terms were taken directly from the language of 

the host country, which then underwent a phonetic adjustment to fit the 

Sephardic pronunciation.   

A similar situation is that of vocabulary of the home.  Whereas generic 

house terms are preserved in Spanish, furniture and many cooking items were 

taken directly from Turkish or Balkan languages, such as tabakas (shelf) and 

jizvi (coffee pot).  Similarly, there are many loan words having to do with foods, 

like zarzavat (green vegetables) and frequently for dishes unknown in Spain, 

such as bureka (stuffed pastry) and sutlach (rice pudding).  In addition to 

incorporating the foods of their respective host country into their lives, the 

Sephardim also assimilated in terms of dress: fustan (dress) and yelek (vest), 

for example, have been taken from Turkish.   

 

Internal linguistic variation 

Before concluding this description of Judeo-Spanish, I would like to 
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emphasize that both in the Ottoman Empire and now in Israel, there was and 

continues to be significant linguistic variation among Judeo-Spanish speakers.  

Due to the size of the Ottoman Empire and the multiplicity of languages spoken 

during the Sephardim’s tenure there, there is significant variation between 

speakers of different regions, and by hearing just a few words, Sephardim can 

often identify other Judeo-Spanish speakers as being from regions other than 

their own.  The maintenance of f- (fazer) is one example of a variety most 

common among those of the former Yugoslavia and Greece, whereas a majority 

of speakers use azer.  Similarly, the closed final vowel, as in fiju (son) coexists 

alongside fijo.  There is also extreme variation in terms of lexicon.  The 20th 

century saw an increase in the degree of fluency with which the Sephardim 

spoke the various dominant regional languages, and these languages left their 

mark on the lexicon of Judeo-Spanish.  Bunis (1982:42) also points out that 

extensive variation existed across social, economic and professional lines, as 

well as across ages and genders. 

 

Persistence of Judeo-Spanish 

 That Judeo-Spanish survived as long as it did in the Ottoman Empire, cut 

off from the Spanish-speaking world and dispersed across such a large and 

multilingual region, has been attributed to a an environment of religious 

tolerance, religious and secular writings and the Judeo-Spanish press.  The 

religious tolerance with which the Sephardim were greeted upon their arrival in 
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the Ottoman Empire allowed them significant autonomy within their districts to 

operate their own schools and synagogues and conduct their daily lives in Judeo-

Spanish.  The quarters in which they lived, relatively isolated from non-Jews, 

reinforced their contact with one another and helped preserve their language and 

culture.  The liturgical use of Ladino (Judeo-Spanish calque) for prayers, songs 

and psalms was also essential, as Besso (1971:620) notes.  In addition, as a 

semi-sacred language of prayer, Harris (1994:124) suggests that Ladino lent 

legitimacy to the secular, spoken Judeo-Spanish. 

 Religious and secular writing was another factor that contributed to the 

language’s staying power.  With the publication of the Meam Loez, a Judeo-

Spanish folk encyclopedia whose first of many volumes was published in 1730, 

“a new lease on life was bestowed upon the speech of the masses” (Bernardete 

1982:127).  In an interview conducted by Bernardete, Albert Levy, born in 

Salonika and editor of a Judeo-Spanish weekly newspaper now out of print, 

describes the importance the authors placed on making themselves understood 

to a wide audience with varying degrees of religious background: 

The authors of the Meam Loez deliberately repudiated all forms of flowery 
and elaborate language…They expressed themselves in the commonest 
language of their day, with the words known to everybody…They 
succeeded in expressing the most abstruse notions in a vivid, direct, and 
vigorous style.  They used many Hebrew words, but only those everybody 
understands…and they did not leave off a subject unless they had the full 
certainty that they had made themselves understood (Bernardete 
1982:127).   

 
Those who could not afford to purchase their own copies would frequently gather 

in groups at a neighbor’s house, and men and women of all ages would sit 
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together and listen to the Meam Loez read aloud.   

 A later contributor to the vitality of the language was the Judeo-Spanish 

press, which began in Izmir in 1846.  During the 100 or so years following the 

creation of the first Judeo-Spanish newspaper, Harris (1994:127) estimates that 

there were some 300 different Judeo-Spanish newspapers (all of which persisted 

for different lengths of time).  Today, there is but one publication written 

exclusively in Judeo-Spanish, Aki Yerushalayim, which is published three times 

a year (see Chapter 3).  The Judeo-Spanish press was crucial to keeping the 

Sephardim updated on what was happening in and outside of their country, as 

well as keeping the language both alive and vital.  Whereas the Meam Loez was 

read in groups within the home, Judeo-Spanish newspapers from across the 

Ottoman Empire were read aloud in cafés, and Bernardete argues (1982:131-

132) that together, they were instrumental in preserving the spoken language of 

the Sephardim.   

  

Decline of Judeo-Spanish  

For many centuries following the Expulsion, the Sephardim maintained the 

integrity of their language while at the same time adapting to their surroundings.  

While it is possible to view religious tolerance and extensive written materials as 

factors that boosted Judeo-Spanish’s vitality, it is also possible to view them as 

factors that merely helped slow its decline.  In fact, the decline of Judeo-Spanish 

was already underway by the 18th century, triggered by the political and 
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economic decline of the Ottoman Empire 5, and fueled in later centuries by the 

influence of French through the Alliance Israelite Universelle schools and the rise 

of nationalism in the Balkans.  The Holocaust and the establishment of the State 

of Israel would later contribute to this decline, and negative attitudes toward the 

language in the countries where it is currently spoken continue to hasten its 

decline today.   

 

Political and economic decline  

The affluence of the Jewish community during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries reflected the overall strength of the Ottoman Empire.  

Likewise, as the empire began its political and economic decline in the 

eighteenth century, the status of the Jews within it deteriorated as well.  As 

dhimmi6, a categorization that initially offered them tolerance and autonomy, the 

Sephardim were later subject to discriminatory laws which were enforced more 

and more strictly by the government.  Poverty spread as Jews were gradually 

replaced in commerce by Greeks and Armenians.  In addition, they suffered 

hostility from their Christian neighbors, at times backed by European consuls 

(Barnai 1996:76).  Apart from a general political and economic decline, the 

Sephardic community suffered a spiritual decline as well, triggered by the false 

messiah Shabbatai Zvi (see Gerber 1992, Sachar 1996, Benbassa and Rodrigue 

2000).  Intellectually, the Sephardim suffered as well, and Sephardic schools 

                                                           
5 See Harris (1994) for a list of 23 factors leading to the decline of Judeo-Spanish. 
6 Dhimmi refers to the protected non-Muslims living in Muslim countries. 
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were characterized by limited materials, unhygienic conditions and incompetent 

teachers.  It was against this background that the French Alliance Isráelite 

Universelle schools were first established in the Ottoman Empire. 

 

The Alliance Israélite Universelle 

 The French influence on both Judeo-Spanish and Sephardic culture runs 

deep and can be traced back to the Alliance Israélite Universelle schools.  

Established in 1860, the Alliance set as its goals the promotion of equality and 

the emancipation of Jews – specifically those in North Africa and the Levant – as 

well as their westernization and “civilization”.  In his article on the influence of the 

Alliance on Iraqi Jews, Yehuda (1996:135) writes that, based on the presumed 

superiority of French culture, the Alliance initiated these changes “without first 

undertaking an examination of the cultural background of the community and 

without asking the opinions of community leaders about the changes they 

initiated”.  This involved, at times, the cutting of the students’ side curls and the 

imposition of western dress in an effort to “civilize” the students.  “Whether or not 

they were aware of it,” argues Harris (1982:83), “the Alliance schools were 

converted into agents of French imperialism”.    

The situation in the Ottoman Empire and North Africa was no different.  

The language of instruction in the Alliance schools was French, with Hebrew, 

Turkish, Italian or English taught to varying degrees, while Judeo-Spanish was 

relegated to the home.  The influence of French on Judeo-Spanish was so 
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significant that some scholars suggest that the result was the emergence of 

Judeo-Fragnol, with “Fragnol” referring to the merging of French and Spanish 

(Sephiha 1986:57-58).  French terms were adopted and often replaced pre-

existing Judeo-Spanish elements, including kinship terms, and children were 

given Gallicized versions of popular Sephardic first names.  Saul (1983:338) also 

notes an overall increase in fashion-consciousness, a transformation of the 

synagogue away from the common Muslim style and a modification of both 

marriage and burial customs.  Albert Matarasso, born in Salonika in 1890, wrote, 

“As soon as the Alliance arrived, we took off the skull cap, put aside the shawl 

and the phylacteries, and instead of reading the Bible we began to read the 

novels of Victor Hugo” (in Barocas 1976:151).  The negative cultural, religious, 

and linguistic effects of the Alliance on the Sephardim cannot be overstated7: 

French became their language and culture of prestige and Judeo-Spanish began 

its decline.   

 

Loss of prestige 

 At the same time that French was becoming increasingly associated with 

modernity and education, Judeo-Spanish was losing the prestige it had long held.  

John Joseph (1987:31) argues that a language is not inherently valuable or 

prestigious, but is susceptible to what he describes as prestige transfer: “prestige 

is transferred to attributes of the prestigious persons other than those on which 

                                                           
7 For more information on the Alliance schools, see Rodrigue (1990). 
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their prestige is founded”.  Languages spoken by people of low prestige, in 

contrast, are frequently the recipients of a negative prestige transfer, and as 

Dorian suggests  

It’s fairly common for a language to become so exclusively associated with 
low-prestige people and their socially disfavored identities that its own 
potential speakers prefer to distance themselves from it and adopt some 
other language (1998:3). 
 

The Alliance schools certainly played a role in this process, but the general 

decline of the Ottoman Empire led the Sephardic community into poverty, which 

in turn caused Judeo-Spanish to lose prestige.  Whereas previously, non-

Sephardim had needed to learn Judeo-Spanish in order to participate in trade, 

which the Sephardim dominated, Harris (1994:200) notes that other languages 

became more important as the economic and political prominence of the 

Sephardim diminished. 

 

Nationalism in the Balkans 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the rise of nationalism in the 

Balkans became yet another contributor to the decline of Judeo-Spanish.  

Whereas the Ottoman Empire had been relatively tolerant of the Jews and their 

practices, such was not the case with the newly-formed Balkan states.  

Mandatory military service and national education served as two vehicles of 

forced assimilation for Jews and other minorities of the former Ottoman Empire.  

Sephardim previously had not needed to learn the dominant language of the 

region, as Judeo-Spanish had served as a unifier both within and between 
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Sephardic communities, yet the rise of nation-states made it essential.  

Furthermore, increased contact with Western Europe led Judeo-Spanish 

language to be viewed as an obstacle to communication and advancement – 

both of which it had previously served to promote.   

 

The Holocaust 

 In addition to the socio-economic decline of the Sephardic community of 

the Ottoman Empire, the rise of nationalism and the cultural and linguistic havoc 

wrought by the Westernizing efforts of the Alliance schools, genocide also played 

a tragic role in destroying Sephardic language, culture and its people.  The 

Holocaust annihilated two-thirds of the Jewish population of Europe, and Jews 

and non-Jews alike are often surprised to find out that the Ashkenazi 

communities were not the only ones devastated by this tragedy, but that 

Sephardic Jews were victims as well.  The Sephardic community of Greece 

suffered a nearly complete destruction: only 15,000 of its 75,000 Jews survived 

the war.  Rumania lost 425,000, or 50%, of its Jewish population, while 55,000 

Yugoslavian Jews, over 70% of the Jewish community, were killed (Lestchinsky 

1946).  Not all Sephardic communities experienced such devastating loss of life 

in the Holocaust.  For example, Turkey’s neutrality during the war made it 

possible for its Jewish community to be left untouched.  The subsequent creation 

of Israel, however, and the resulting immigration to the new state further 

weakened the already fragile communities that did survive the War.   
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The establishment of Israel 

The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 “effectively completed the 

removal of what the Holocaust left behind” (Elazar 1992:219).  After the 

persecutions and destruction they had seen in Europe, hundreds of thousands of 

Jews flocked to Israel in the years following its establishment.  Upon arrival, 

these immigrants were subject to new pressures to assimilate into the emerging 

Israeli culture, which was aligned much more closely with Ashkenazi culture, and 

to adopt the Hebrew language as their own.  It is impossible to fully understand 

the current state of Judeo-Spanish and the attitudes of Israeli Sephardim toward 

Judeo-Spanish maintenance and decline without situating both the language and 

its speakers within the sociolinguistic context of modern Israel, which itself is a 

product of the challenge of converting linguistic ideology into practice.  In the 

coming sections, I provide an overview of the revitalization of Modern Hebrew 

and the role Hebrew played in the creation of the Israeli nation.  I then describe 

the current sociolinguistic context, including Israeli attitudes toward Hebrew, 

English, and other languages, and how changing policies toward immigrants 

reflects a changing ideology and increasing acceptance of a pluralistic society.  It 

is this current context that will then serve as a backdrop for examining the Judeo-

Spanish maintenance movement in Israel in the coming chapters. 
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Birth of a Nation, Rebirth of a Language 

The Sephardim arrived at various times throughout history to what is now 

Israel.  Some went directly to Israel following the Expulsion from Spain, but by far 

the largest portion of Sephardic immigrants arrived on the same general wave of 

Jewish immigration that immediately followed the establishment of the State of 

Israel in 1948.  The overall Jewish population in 1948 was approximately 

650,000, but within three years it had more than doubled.  Seventeen years after 

statehood, the population had almost quadrupled its 1948 population, reaching a 

total of 2.3 million by 1965 (Ben-Rafael 1982:3).   

How a newborn country could successfully absorb8 so enormous an influx 

of immigrants from such disparate cultural and linguistic backgrounds is an 

interesting question to examine.  Ben-Rafael (1982:6) notes the conviction of 

members of different ethnic groups in Israel that their solidarity and common 

values would unify Jews, eventually causing the disappearance of ethnic identity, 

while at the same time he acknowledges the objective reality of the situation, 

which has lagged behind the ideology.  Many early ethnic differences did indeed 

diminish over the years, but the constant arrival of new groups of immigrants, 

such as the arrival of over 40,000 Ethiopian Jews in the 1980s and approximately 

900,000 Russian Jews in the 1990s, continues to create new divisions and 

present new challenges.   

The most important component in unifying the newly created Israeli state 

                                                           
8 The term ‘absorption’, used in Israel to refer to the process through which immigrants are integrated into 
Israeli society, reflects the melting pot ideology upon which Israel was founded. 
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and transforming immigrants into citizens of Israel was the establishment of 

Modern Hebrew as the national language.  The desanctification and subsequent 

revitalization of Hebrew as a spoken language in the early part of the 20th century 

has led to Hebrew’s place as the Jewish language, privileged over other Jewish 

languages such as Yiddish and Judeo-Spanish.  Credit for this revitalization most 

frequently focuses on Eliezer Ben Yehuda’s role and his mythological status as 

father of Modern Hebrew.  At age twenty-one, he published an article in a 

Hebrew periodical on the future of the Hebrew language and the Jewish people.  

He echoed the opinions of many by arguing that settling in Palestine was the only 

way for Jews to live securely and without pressures to assimilate.  Fellman 

(1973:253) notes that it was in this article that Ben Yehuda introduced into 

Hebrew both a new word and concept – nationalism – and recalls his hypothesis:  

“If a language is to be taken, on the European model, as a criterion of 

nationalism and nationhood, ‘We have a language in which we can write 

everything we want to and we can speak it if we only want to‘” (1973:254).   

Unlike many of the European nationalist movements that were concerned 

with the transformation of their spoken language into a literate, legitimate 

language, the Jews were attempting the exact opposite: the transformation of 

their literate language it into a spoken one.  Soon after Ben Yehuda’s article on 

nationalism, he got married and immigrated to Israel, vowing to speak exclusively 

in Hebrew with the Jews he met there.  Within months of his arrival, a wave of 

pogroms swept over the Jewish communities of Eastern Europe.  Fellman 
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(1973:254) writes that it took little more to compel many of these Jews to flee 

their homes, and while most headed toward the US and the western parts of 

Europe, a few thousand young, ideal students immigrated to Palestine.  Anxious 

to disassociate themselves with their Diaspora past, they willingly accepted the 

idea of revitalizing the Hebrew language. 

Despite the emphasis on Ben Yehuda’s role in Hebrew’s revival, not the 

least of which was fathering the first native Hebrew speaker in 2000 years, it is 

widely noted that the Hebrew revival did not gain momentum until twenty-five 

years after he began his efforts.  Benjamin Harshav describes the revival of 

Hebrew as a complex and circular process that involved both the revival of the 

language and the revival of a Hebrew society: 

It was a revival not only of the Hebrew language but also of the Hebrew 
culture  and a Hebrew society…The revival of Hebrew culture and an 
ideological society  brought about the revival of the language; and, 
reciprocally, the revival of the language enabled the growth of the culture 
and the new society.  In other words, it was not only that Hebrew was 
established by the young Yishuv9, but Hebrew also established the Yishuv 
itself. (1993:92) 
 
The motivation behind choosing Hebrew for the language of Israel when a 

majority of the world’s Jewish population spoke Yiddish was based on prevailing 

attitudes toward to the two languages.  According to Glinert (1990:229), Hebrew 

“breached the choking ‘Fiddler on the Roof’ existence of small-town Eastern 

Europe” that Yiddish implied, and Gold (1989:368) contends that Yiddish, as well 

as other Jewish languages, were derogatorily labeled by their speakers as 

                                                           
9 Jewish community of Palestine. 
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“jargons” and considered undeserving of the role as the Jewish national 

language.  Yiddish in particular was associated with old-fashioned values 

unsuited to a new, modern nation (Shohamy 1994:133).  While Yiddish was the 

intimate, maternal language, Hebrew rivaled that intimacy as the paternal 

language of the ancient Prophets (Glinert 1990:229).  Furthermore, Jewish 

languages were identified with the Diaspora, and the creation of the Jewish state 

entailed a break from such associations.  Non-Jewish languages, on the other 

hand, could not possibly be considered to be a symbol of the Jewish people.  

Cooper highlights the strength of Hebrew as a symbol for “the awakening and 

maintenance of nationalist sentiment” as a carrier of historical and religious 

tradition (Cooper 1984:109).  Among Kurdistani Jews, for example, Sabar 

(2003:226) suggests there was little hesitation to trade their native Neo-Aramaic 

for Hebrew, the language of their forefathers, and instead viewed the shift as 

coming full circle.   

Though mother tongue of no one at the time, Hebrew was commonly 

spoken as the Jewish lingua franca and was used extensively in religious, and 

later secular, writing.  Some early Hebraists hoped that revitalizing Hebrew would 

bring people closer to Jewish sacred writings while others argued that, as a 

Semitic language, Hebrew would serve as a barrier to assimilation – understood 

in this context as conversion to Christianity (Gold 1989:369).  Blatantly over-

deterministic, this notion also ignores the nature of modern Hebrew; while in 
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origin a Semitic language, Hebrew is European in character, as a majority of 

those involved in modernizing it were of European background. 

 
 
Hebrew language planning 

Once it became clear that Hebrew was the most logical and effective 

choice for a national Jewish language, the task at hand shifted to the 

implementation of this decision.  Harshav (1993:84) notes that in 1889, the 

Precise Language Society was established in Jerusalem with the goal of fighting 

what were referred to as the Ashkenazic and Sephardic “jargons” (Yiddish and 

Judeo-Spanish) and to promote a standard Hebrew pronunciation.  In the late 

1800s, the language of instruction of the few Jewish schools in Palestine was 

primarily Yiddish, with some schools teaching in German and French.  Hebrew 

language instruction was adopted little by little for elementary education, and by 

1903 the Hebrew Teachers’ Association had been formed (Sachar 1996:83).  

The first Hebrew high school, established in 1906, was seen as a “critical test for 

the public’s faith in the economic future of a Hebrew-speaking society” (Glinert 

1990:223).   

The true turning point for Hebrew education came as a result of what is 

referred to as the “Language War”.  The establishment of the Technion in 1913 

– the first Hebrew institution of higher education – caused months of debate over 

the language of instruction.  German, the lingua franca of science, was in a much 

better position to accommodate the technical vocabulary necessary for the study 



    

 59

of the sciences and was, therefore, the logical language choice of many.  In the 

end, despite the difficulties it posed, Hebrew was chosen, and it was 

subsequently recognized throughout the country as the sole medium of 

instruction in Jewish schools (Glinert 1990:224). 

Once Hebrew had been established and secured, albeit unofficially, as the 

chief language of Palestine, there was a shift in the national goals it served to 

promote.  It became clear that the Jews needed more than a national language; 

they needed a vehicle of mass communication to integrate the multitude of ethnic 

groups.  Cooper (1984:109) contends that this need did not cause Hebrew to 

lose its role as symbol of national identity; in fact it became even more important 

in that respect as the population grew even more ethnolinguistically diverse.  He 

suggests that “efforts that were at first directed towards exploiting the symbolic 

value of Hebrew, in order to mobilize the Jews in their struggle for self-

determination, were redirected, once the struggle was won, towards 

strengthening Hebrew’s position as a vehicle of mass communication, in order to 

integrate and control a diverse population” (Cooper 1984:109).   Although only 16 

percent of Israeli Jews aged 16 and over had a fluent command of written and 

spoken Hebrew in 1951, by 1963 Hebrew had become the principal language of 

the country and its citizens (Ben-Rafael 1994).  Fluency in Hebrew continues to 

be a national priority, and ulpanim, intensive Hebrew programs, are subsidized 

for all new immigrants.   
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The Ulpan 

In 1949, one year after the establishment of the state of Israel, the first 

ulpan, an intensive Hebrew program, came into being.  The aim of the ulpan, as 

explained by the Ministry of Education, is “to impart a knowledge of the Hebrew 

language, disseminate Jewish cultural values and educate toward good 

citizenship” (Haramati 1966:527).  Haramati notes that the ulpan began as a joint 

venture of the Ministry of Education and the Jewish Agency’s Absorption 

Department, and while at first it was intended for immigrants with higher 

education, it was later opened up to all: Jews and non-Jews, immigrants and 

visitors, diplomats and others.  In the first decades of statehood, new immigrants 

most often participated in residential ulpanim located at absorption centers.  Here 

they typically received instruction for five hours a day, six days a week, for a 

period of five months.  The teaching method adopted was the direct method, with 

Hebrew as the exclusive language of instruction and conversation as the focus of 

the lessons.  Haramati contends that the ulpan “has proven itself as an institution 

of importance in meeting the challenges of adult education and immigrant 

absorption”, contributing to the “consolidation” process of “molding the 

newcomers from many and different lands into a united homogeneous society” 

(Haramati 1966:534).  According to the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption, in the 

year 2000 there were 1300 ulpanim throughout the country, with a total student 

population of approximately 35,000 (Ministry of Immigrant Absorption website).  

Outside of the classroom, as Shohamy notes, “Hebrew was not just a language 
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but an ideology that was preached and indoctrinated in very odd ways” 

(1994:134).  She cites examples of peer pressure and public slogans (“Jew: 

speak Hebrew!”) to encourage Hebrew’s use, the stigmatization of those who did 

not or could not speak the language and acts of violence that forbade the use of 

other languages.   

 

Current Israeli Attitudes toward Language  

The “harmonious coexistence” of Hebrew and immigrant languages in the 

early years of statehood was seen as unrealistic (Shohamy 1994:134), which 

served to justify the overall discouragement of immigrant language maintenance.  

In their study of language shift in Israel in the early 1970s, Hofman and 

Fisherman (1972:360) determined that Hebrew’s status was still too precarious to 

make room for other languages:  

The victory of Hebrew is too recent perhaps and sentiments still too easily 
aroused for policy to favor language maintenance more than it has been 
favored.  But, as elsewhere, there may come a time when Israel, too, will 
regard the dwindling fund of foreign languages within its midst as a 
resource to be husbanded and tended.  
 

Hebrew was still such a fragile language that other languages were viewed as a 

threat to its survival.  One hundred years after Hebrew’s revitalization and more 

than fifty years after the establishment of Israel, Hebrew is quite secure in its 

place as national language.  It has proven its ability to accommodate the needs 

of all types of secular, as well as religious, demands, and as a result, new 
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immigrant groups have been greeted with a different set of attitudes and 

expectations concerning the use of their native languages.   

 

Russians: the latest wave of immigrants 

In the 1990s, Israel absorbed approximately half a million Russian 

speaking immigrants.  Unlike earlier waves of Soviet immigration, these 

immigrants are largely ignorant of Zionist ideology, Judaism and the Hebrew 

language.  The Ministry of Immigrant Absorption saw the need for Soviet 

immigrants to be “hebraised and given Jewish culture as rapidly as possible” 

(Glinert 1995:357), so for the first time in the history of Israel, an immigrant 

language was used – both officially and unofficially – as a means of integration. 

Among the many linguistic firsts for Israel, Glinert (1995:356-361) 

discusses three of the national sectors that are linguistically accommodating 

Soviet immigrants:  the educational system, the military and the Israel 

Broadcasting Authority.  For the first time, the Ministry of Education has specially 

trained teachers to provide supplementary Russian-language instruction to high 

school students and to serve as liaisons between parents and schools.  High 

school matriculation exams are available in Russian, as are simplified Hebrew 

texts glossed in Russian.  At the adult level, while Hebrew language instruction 

still follows the direct method, immigrants are taught Jewish and Zionist values 

and culture in Russian.  This unprecedented use of immigrant language is 

viewed as strictly pragmatic:  
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While the new language and culture are acquired, the mother tongue and 
culture will be maintained and shown due respect, making use where 
possible of this cultural and linguistic resource.  Respect for and interest in 
the cultural resource that the children bring with them assists them in the 
complex process of constructing an identity in these new conditions” 
(Glinert 1995:358).   
 

This justification for breaking with the strict tradition and enforcement of Hebrew-

only policy has received little public opposition. 

The army, a historically unifying, integrating and educational experience 

for immigrants of different backgrounds, has changed its policies as well.  Its 

educational branch has served to educate underachievers but never to teach the 

Hebrew language itself.  In response to the enormous waves of Russian-

speaking recruits, for the first time it is now teaching Hebrew, as well as Jewish 

and Israeli culture.  Russian speakers and Russian materials at conscription 

centers facilitate the recruitment process, and all new Russian-speaking soldiers 

receive a Russian-Hebrew instruction manual and army lexicon. 

Throughout its history, Israel has funded 15-minute daily radio broadcasts 

in immigrant languages, and in the next chapter I discuss the Judeo-Spanish 

broadcast at length.  In 1990, a controversial proposal was suggested that would 

allow for a 12 hour Russian language radio station, that, as Glinert (1995:360) 

describes, was to be a tactical instrument of education and absorption, not 

entertainment.  Once in effect, 63% of Russian immigrants tuned in.  So as not to 

overlook the other most recent and sizable immigrant group – the Ethiopians – 

the Amharic broadcast has been increased to two hours.  Also controversial are 

the Moscow-sourced cable channels, which many feel undermine the 
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acculturation efforts, instead creating a “Russian cultural ghetto” (Glinert 

1995:360).  While some Israelis are content to allow a more gradual process of 

assimilation, others show a great deal of concern that too much is being 

sacrificed with regard to immigration policy. 

 

Language among Israeli Sephardim today 

 At this point, I would like to unify my discussion of Sephardic history and 

the revitalization of Hebrew by viewing how they intersect and are experienced in 

the daily lives of the Sephardim in Israel.  As stated earlier, a majority of 

Sephardic Jews arrived in Israel following Israeli independence in 1948.  Many 

had just recently been liberated from concentration camps, while others, 

physically untouched by the Holocaust, made their way to Israel to fulfill their 

Zionist dreams, to escape discriminatory practices or simply to start fresh in a 

new land the offered numerous opportunities.  The pressure on these new 

immigrants to speak Hebrew has contributed to the low prestige with which 

Judeo-Spanish has been associated and the progressively shrinking number of 

speakers. 

 It is difficult to estimate the number of Judeo-Spanish speakers in the 

world today.  Estimates range from 60,000 (Harris 1994:255) to 150,000 

(UNESCO website) or 160,000 (Ethnologue Ladino website) speakers, with no 

monolingual speakers nor any children raised as Judeo-Spanish speakers.  

However, the question of what a “speaker” is deserves an answer, or at the very 
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least deserves to be asked.  Is a “speaker” one who can speak a language 

fluently?  One who can but no longer does?  One who could as a child but no 

longer can, or one who knows culturally relevant expressions but is limited in his 

or her ability to communicate about broader topics?  In the case of Judeo-

Spanish, my opinion is that the estimates above include all types of “speakers”, 

representing varying degrees of skill.  

 A majority of the world’s Judeo-Spanish speakers are concentrated in 

Israel.  As I described above, throughout much of Israel’s history, there was 

significant pressure for new immigrants to become Israelis, not simply by virtue of 

citizenship but culturally and linguistically as well.  The following excerpt is taken 

from an adult Judeo-Spanish class that is the subject of much of Chapter 3.  The 

speaker, Moshe Shaul, is the most well-known Judeo-Spanish activist in Israel, 

but below, he describes his early experiences in Israel as being focused on 

learning Hebrew and integrating. 

beshanim harishonot hayah laHaS lemizug galuyot.  we’ani yode`a et 
zeh l`aSmi.  ani ba’ti arSah, kebaHur dey Siyoni, halakhti leqibuS, 
halakhti la’universiTah.  kol ha’ambiSiah sheli, kol hashe’ifah sheli, 
haytah ledaber `ivrit Tov.  lehishtalev, lalekhet la’universiTah, lilmod.  
`al haladino, az dibarti ladino `im hamishpaHah. 

 
In the first years [after independence], there was pressure to blend the 
diasporas.  And I know it myself.  I came to Israel as a rather Zionist 
young man, I went to kibbutz, I went to university.  All my ambition, my 
whole aspiration, was to speak Hebrew well.  To integrate, to go to 
university, to study.  As for Ladino, I spoke Ladino with my family then. 
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Shaul was not alone in feeling that pressure to blend in, nor was he alone in 

relegating Judeo-Spanish to his home.  In fact, on the wall of the classroom in 

which he is speaking is a cartoon poster entitled “The Melting Pot”.   

 
Figure #1: “The Melting Pot” Poster 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cartoon depicts Jews of various dress, head coverings and hairstyles being 

poured into a primitive-looking machine and being dropped out the spout as an 

“Israeli”, complete with the stereotypical Israeli outfit: khaki shirt, shorts, sandals 

and pointy pioneer hat (available in various styles and colors at tourists shops 

throughout the country – usually with “I ♥ Israel” above the brim).  The text below 

the image reads:  
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mediniyut hakliTah bashanim harishonot lamedinah Hatra, betmimut, 
leTashTesh yiHudan shel galuyot hashonot kedey liySor ‘Tipus 
yisra’eli’  
 
Absorption policies in the early years of the state led to, innocently, the 
blurring of uniqueness of the diasporas in order to create a ‘typical Israeli’.  
  

 Over fifty years later, Shaul is also not alone in his desire to keep Judeo-

Spanish from disappearing.  Many speakers express nostalgia toward the 

language, the world it represents for them and the people of whom they are 

reminded each time they hear Judeo-Spanish spoken.  Israel is a different place 

now than it was in the years surrounding statehood.  The pressure that people 

felt to shed many, if not all, of the traces of their former lives and former identities 

is no longer felt so acutely.  This is not to say that the symbolic domination of 

Hebrew no longer exists, as Hebrew continues to be the state-sponsored 

language and the key to Israeli institutions, but just as Israeli policies have had to 

change to accommodate recent immigrants, the Israeli people have changed to 

accommodate different definitions of what it means to be Israeli.  They are more 

willing to accept the possibility that Israelis may have numerous nested identities 

that do not compete with their Israeli identity, but complement it.  As a result, 

there is a much greater tolerance for multiple languages – not instead of Hebrew, 

but to coexist alongside Hebrew, the dominant language. 

 

The linguistic repertoire of the Sephardim  

 No monolingual speakers of Judeo-Spanish remain today.  Rather, Judeo-

Spanish is one of many languages spoken by Sephardim in Israel, with Hebrew, 
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Turkish, French, Greek, Bulgarian, Italian and English also commonly spoken.  

There is no “typical” Sephardic Jew in terms of language and origin.  I’ll briefly 

describe a few of my linguistic consultants in order to paint the picture of the 

diversity of Sephardic backgrounds and experiences with language.  One was 

born and raised in Jerusalem long before Israel was established, speaking 

Judeo-Spanish at home, English at school (in line with the British occupation of 

Palestine from 1917-1948) and some Arabic when out in the city.  Another, also 

born in Jerusalem but many years later, spoke Judeo-Spanish to her Greek 

father and Turkish mother as a child, before her parents began enforcing 

Hebrew: No es ermozo avlar spanyol (It’s not nice to speak [Judeo-]Spanish), 

they would tell her.  A similar situation was a woman born in Bulgaria, who spoke 

Bulgarian and Judeo-Spanish at home.  When she arrived to Israel with her 

parents, her father forbid her to speak either: Aki es ereS yisrael.  Aki solo ivrit 

vas avlar (Here is the Land of Israel.  Here you’ll only speak Hebrew.).  Another, 

born in Italy to Turkish parents, grew up speaking Judeo-Spanish at home and 

Italian at school, fleeing to Turkey during World War II, where she learned 

Turkish and French before coming to Israel and learning Hebrew.  Another was 

born in Greece and raised with Judeo-Spanish at home, French at school, Greek 

when out in the city.  Yet another was born and raised in Israel decades after 

Statehood, speaking Hebrew and English until learning Judeo-Spanish through 

university courses and participating in Judeo-Spanish maintenance activities.  



    

 69

  As I stated, it is impossible to describe a typical Sephardic Jew, and 

similarly, Judeo-Spanish speakers are a widely diverse group.  Regional 

variations, variation in quantity and quality of contact with Judeo-Spanish, 

variation in education and socioeconomic levels and variation in personal, familial 

and national language ideologies all make for an incredibly diverse range of 

language abilities and attitudes.  Therefore, when these speakers come into 

contact with one another, they experience these differences – be they lexical, 

phonetic or ideological – first hand.  As a result, it is not uncommon for speakers 

to modify their Judeo-Spanish depending on their audience.  It is also quite 

common for speakers to take advantage of the other linguistic resources they 

have to express themselves.  Whether for practical or expressive purposes, 

code-switching between two or more languages is a common phenomenon 

among Judeo-Spanish speakers.  

 

Code-switching 

 One of the many outcomes of language contact is code-switching.  

Conversational code-switching is defined by Gumperz as the “juxtaposition within 

the same speech exchange of passages of speech belonging to two different 

grammatical systems or subsystems” (1982:59).  Unlike situations of diglossia 

(Ferguson 1959), where the norms determining language choice are based on 

relatively stable, compartmentalized, context-related criteria, language choice in 

many bilingual communities is more flexible and therefore indexical of a variety of 
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social relations and attitudes.  Myers-Scotton (1993:476) argues that structural 

and normative principles constrain the act of code-switching, but at the same 

time she acknowledges the creative side of it as a speaker’s negotiation of public 

face.  Pfaff (1979:293) and Zentella (1997) suggest that code-switching is used 

to establish solidarity among members of bilingual and/or multidialetcal 

communities, and as Kroskrity notes, (1993:205) examining code-switching 

behavior allows us to see the active and creative role that speakers play in 

selecting from their multiple social identities.  

Code-switching is common occurrence within multilingual communities, 

and through their switches, speakers often communicate ideologies about their 

languages.  Gal addresses the ideological functions of code choice as she 

argues that a speaker’s choice of code is part of his or her “linguistic presentation 

of self” (1978:294).  By choosing one code over another, a speaker may express 

solidarity with the social group that a particular code indexes.  Like Kulick’s 

contention that language shift involves “people’s conceptions of themselves in 

relation to one another and to their changing social world” (1992:9), Gal 

(1978:294) argues that speakers use language choice as a way of expressing 

the perceptions they have of particular activities that a language symbolizes and 

as a way of marking changes in their own social status.  

Ana Celia Zentella’s (1997) work on Puerto Rican children in New York 

provides an example of a bilingual community that maintains both languages but 

uses bilingual and multidialectal code-mixing as a creative way of expressing 
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multiple identities and marking in-group community membership.  While their 

identity is similar to that of their New York neighbors and island Puerto Ricans, 

Zentella suggests that together, these children create their own blended identity 

by “trying on, discarding, integrating the many ways of speaking and behaving 

that surround them” (1997:2).  The resulting “Nuyorican” identity reflects the 

cultural and linguistic patterns of their parents’ homeland, influences from the 

many surrounding ethnic groups and the unique contributions of their own 

generation (1997:273).  At the same time, members of the New York Puerto 

Rican (NYPR) community attribute different values to the languages and dialects 

they speak, some expressing pride at their bilingualism, others disparaging 

Puerto Rican Spanish for not being “real” Spanish (Zentella 1997:68).  In her 

earlier work, Zentella (1990) discusses the controversy surrounding the New 

York Puerto Ricans who return to the island with their children, many of whom 

have limited knowledge of Spanish.  The relationship between language 

maintenance and cultural identity is the central issue underlying the argument 

against the right of non-Spanish speaking returnees to claim Puerto Rican 

identity.    

In some speech communities, code-switching is highly discouraged.  For 

example, Blom and Gumperz’s (1972) study of rural Norway demonstrates 

speakers’ willingness to alternate, but not mix, the two speech varieties within 

their verbal repertoires, Ranamal (dialect) and Bokmal (standard).  Hill and Hill 

(1986:98) describe the Malinche people’s pride at speaking both Mexicano and 
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Spanish, yet they suggest that language mixing is negatively evaluated and is 

seen as a shift away from a “legendary, perfect language” that existed in the past 

and that they strive to approximate.  Among the Arizona Tewa, Kroskrity (1993) 

notes that mixing Arizona Tewa, English and Hopi is negatively evaluated.  

Within the kiva, the only linguistic variety permitted is kiva talk, due to the value 

attached to the strict compartmentalization of speech and indigenous purism, and 

it cannot be used in daily interaction without being profaned.  It is this esteemed 

speech variety, Kroskrity argues (1993:36), that influences the ways that 

everyday speech is evaluated.  Although linguistic compartmentalization is the 

ideal, in unguarded speech code-switching does indeed occur.  Unlike the NYPR 

community, however, where speakers are able to pull from the numerous cultural 

and linguistic resources around them to create a hybridized identity, Tewa 

linguistic ideology promotes a more direct relationship between a language and 

its associated identity.  Due to this inconization of codes, a speaker’s choice of 

one language over another typically reflects the invocation of a different social 

identity from the speaker’s “repertoire of identities”.  This notion, as Kroskrity 

(1993:205, 222) argues, acknowledges speakers’ agency and allows us to see 

the way they actively and interactively symbol their relevant social identities, as 

well as the relationship between them.   
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Code-switching among the Sephardim 

Among Israeli Sephardim, code-switching switching is an acceptable part 

of every day speech and occurs as a result of both situational and metaphorical 

factors.  Blom and Gumperz (1972) highlight the two very different social 

functions of code-switching by distinguishing between situational code-switching 

and metaphorical code-switching.  In situational code-switching, language choice 

is influenced by a particular setting, an activity or the identity of the audience, 

such as when younger Sephardim with limited knowledge of Judeo-Spanish join 

a conversation.  Metaphorical code-switching, in contrast, is triggered by 

particular topics of conversation (such as Judeo-Spanish when talking about 

cooking and Hebrew for discussing politics) and often occurs in direct quotes, 

interjections, narrative evaluations and changes in topic. In the latter, the 

relationship between language use and the social context in which it is 

embedded is more complex, as speakers are concerned about the 

communicative effect of their words.  Gumperz (1982:61) notes, however, that 

this type of code-switching is so automatic speakers are often unaware of their 

own linguistic choices. 

Code-switching is not merely a recent phenomenon among Israeli 

Sephardim.  As early as 1971, when Rita Mendes Chumaceiro conducted her 

fieldwork on Jerusalem Sephardim whose residence in Jerusalem could be 

traced back over many generations, Sephardim displayed significant code-

switching in their speech.  She describes the outdoor cafes within the shuk 
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(market) where men of various ages would sit drinking Turkish coffee and playing 

backgammon:   

One of these is where the Jerusalem Sephardim ‘hang out’, and Spanyol 
is the language that is heard from the little alleyway, rising above the din 
of Hebrew, Kurdish and Mugrabi.  Many Spanyol speakers pass by this 
café when they do their shopping, while some, both young and old, are 
‘regulars’ who spend entire afternoons there, chatting with each other and 
with any passerby their might know.  These conversations are usually in 
Spanyol or that characteristic mélange of Spanyol and Hebrew.  The 
greetings, jokes, the reminiscences, the references to other members of 
the community are invariably in the mother tongue, while Hebrew is 
reserved for current events or political matters (Chumaceiro 1982:28). 
 

The scene described above demonstrates the ways that Judeo-Spanish was 

used to activate speakers’ Sephardic identity and create solidarity among other 

members of the community.  Current events and politics, however, unified 

speakers as Israelis, and Hebrew was therefore used to activate this broader 

identity.  Scenes such as this now exist only in writing and in memory, but code-

switching continues to be a meaningful way for speakers to symbol the identity 

they feel is relevant from moment to moment. 

Another common use of code-switching is to fill in gaps in speakers’ 

linguistic abilities.  Unlike other cases of code-switching that are 

communicatively-motivated, this “crutching” (Zentella 1997:98) occurs when 

speakers are at a loss for words.  Because the Judeo-Spanish of many 

Sephardim is incomplete, either as a result of years without speaking it or never 

having fully learned it, it is often necessary to turn to another language to help 

express themselves.  In informal conversation, as with other forms of code-

switching, Sephardim are tolerant of such usage.  In the following exchange, 
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Penina, whose family has been in Jerusalem for thirteen generations, is talking 

with other adult students during a break from a Judeo-Spanish class.  She 

speaks in Judeo-Spanish until she arrives at a word whose Judeo-Spanish 

equivalent she cannot recall:   

Penina:  Necesitas saver i lenguas, i comunikarte.   
You need to know languages and communicate.   

 Y una vez (.) ‘lewater’, eyikh omrim?   
And once (.) ‘to give up’, how do you say it? 
eykh omrim ‘lewater’ besfaradit? 
How do you say ‘to give up’ in Spanish?   

 nu, ‘lewater’, sheyihiyeh b’ivrit! 
So, ‘l’vater’, let it be in Hebrew! 
mah yakhol lehiyot?   
What’s going to happen? 

All:  ((Laughter))  
Penina: zeh hu, ani lo’ zokheret et hamilah ‘lewater’.   

That’s it, I don’t remember the word “to give up”. 
lo’ yoda`at. (2.0) 
I don’t know. 
lo’ Hashuv.              
It’s not important. 

 
Although one of the more fluent speakers of the group, she cannot think of the 

verb “to give up” in Judeo-Spanish.  When none of her conversational partners 

are able to provide her the word she is looking for, she willingly uses the Hebrew 

term, asserting that it does not matter what language she uses: nu, ‘lewater’, 

sheyihiyeh b’ivrit! (So, ‘lewater’, let it be in Hebrew!). For Penina, completing 

her story takes priority over finding a Judeo-Spanish equivalent for the word she 

is lacking, but later in the conversation, when the Judeo-Spanish equivalent is 

discovered, incorporates it instead of its Hebrew equivalent.  Like so many other 

Sephardim, Penina uses her multiple languages as communicative resources to 
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get her point across, and her conversational partners are willing collaborators to 

this end.  In this context, code-switching is not viewed pejoratively, but rather as 

a practical strategy for communicating with speakers of varying levels of linguistic 

competence. 

The willingness on part of the Sephardim to accept code-switching as a 

communicative practice does not imply a lack of interest in maintaining the 

integrity of Judeo-Spanish, but rather a greater interest in the quality of 

expression and in not excluding those who don’t speak Judeo-Spanish.  It is 

important to note that some Sephardim are more motivated to pursue linguistic 

purism than others.  However, the goal of purism is generally limited to formal 

contexts, in particular activities that focus on maintaining Judeo-Spanish, such as 

the daily radio broadcast.  Rather than elaborate here, I prefer to discuss purism 

in Chapter 3 within the context of the Judeo-Spanish class, where this very 

ideologically-charged topic is explicitly discussed with adult learners.   

 

Conclusion 

 The history of the Sephardic Jews is interwoven with the histories of many 

different languages and cultures.  Given the pressures exerted by these 

languages and cultures, Judeo-Spanish underwent change but continued to be 

spoken by the Sephardim.  Events of the last hundred years have dealt blow 

after blow to the language, but even with the influence of Hebrew and Israeli 

nationalism, it speakers have not completely given up hope that it will continue to 
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survive.  In the chapters that follow, I let my linguistic consultants voices guide 

my own as I describe the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, the role of 

Judeo-Spanish music and the ways that Judeo-Spanish stories used to teach the 

language and make sense of life experiences. 
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CHAPTER 3  

HISTORICAL AND CURRENT PERSPECTIVES  

ON JUDEO-SPANISH REVITALIZATION   

 

 

Introduction 

 Judeo-Spanish began its serious decline more than a century ago, and in 

Chapter 2, I describe some of the factors that contributed to its now precarious 

state.  Organized efforts to maintain Judeo-Spanish began more than twenty 

years ago, but it is only since 1996 that the Israeli government has stepped in to 

actively support this end.  The few organized Judeo-Spanish activities that 

existed prior to the late 1970s, such as Judeo-Spanish radio broadcasts and 

newspapers, were not consciously aimed at promoting or preserving the 

language; they were simply fulfilling the need in the community for native 

language activities.  Currently, with few fluent speakers under 55 (Harris 1994), 

the focus of these activities has shifted from fulfilling a linguistic need to 

promoting and legitimizing the existence of Judeo-Spanish.  In this chapter, I first 

provide an overview of language shift, before surveying the history of Judeo-

Spanish revitalization activities – both government-sponsored and grassroots.  I 

then focus in detail on an adult Judeo-Spanish class, which provides an excellent 

setting for examining issues of language and identity, as well as the negotiation 

and contestation of the ideologies underlying Judeo-Spanish revitalization. 



 79

Language shift  

An overwhelming majority of the world’s languages are in danger as their 

speakers shift to languages of greater currency.  Michael Krauss (1992) argues 

that over half of the more than 6000 languages spoken throughout the world 

today will disappear by this century’s end.  Daniel Nettle and Suzanne Romaine 

(2000:8) argue that the risk of extinction is one that an overwhelming majority of 

the world’s languages currently face, as they note Krauss’s contention that, of the 

languages expected to survive beyond the century, only 600 have a secure 

future.  Industrialization, globalization, transnationalism and nationalism are 

among some of the motivations behind the shift toward languages of wider 

currency, leaving many minority languages in a precarious state.  These 

macrosociological processes only explain so much, however.  At the micro level, 

the ideologies associated with these minority languages, as well as the day to 

day individual and group experiences, influence the likelihood and rate of 

language shift.  As Gal compellingly argues: 

What is of interest to know is not whether industrialization, for instance, is 
correlated with language shift, but rather: by what intervening processes 
does industrialization, or any other social change, affect changes in the 
uses to which speakers put their languages in everyday interactions? (Gal 
1979:3). 
 

For the German-Hungarian bilinguals of Gal’s study, their shift from Hungarian to 

German has been a consequence of speakers’ associations with each of their 

languages.  Hungarian, in particular for women, symbolized a difficult future as a 

peasant wife, whose farm work would end each day only to be followed by 
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evenings of housework.  In contrast, German, the language of work, money and 

prestige, symbolized an easier and more respectable life.  Thus as Gal suggests, 

the rejection of Hungarian is a rejection of peasant status and peasant life overall 

(1978:13). 

 Similarly, Don Kulick (1992) has demonstrated through his work in Paupa 

New Guinea, in the village of Gapun, that it is the way people interpret 

macrosociological processes and conceive of themselves relative to the world 

around them that influences language maintenance or shift.  When a language is 

associated with a stigmatized ethnic identity, abandoning that language is an 

overt way of demonstrating the abandonment of its associated ethnic identity.  

This process is frequently driven by parents, who actively discourage their 

children from speaking a minority language in favor of a language of wider 

currency and/or higher prestige.  Kulick (1992:13) questions whether in such a 

case the parents are essentially responsible for language shift or whether their 

actions are a reaction to a shift already underway.  While groups of speakers are 

often blamed for abandoning their native language for another – an act of 

“language suicide”  (Dennison 1977) – Dorian argues that the process of 

language shift most often occurs over a number of generations, if not centuries.  

Despite the appearance of stability, for example, East Sutherland Gaelic 

underwent what Dorian describes as a linguistic “tip”: 

English seemed to come suddenly to eastern Sutherland, but the climate 
which led to its rapid adoption had been centuries in the making. In terms 
of possible routes toward language death, it would seem that a language 
which has been demographically highly stable for several centuries may 
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experience a sudden “tip,” after which the demographic tide flows strongly 
in favor of some other language (1981:51). 
 

Similarly, the groundwork for the shift from Judeo-Spanish to Hebrew among 

Israeli Sephardim was laid long before most of the Hebrew-dominant Sephardim 

were born.  Avner Perez, director of the Ma’ale Adumim Institute, describes the 

broad history and heritage of the Sephardim, of which his students’ generation 

has limited knowledge, as the “continent” of Judeo-Spanish.  While himself an 

expert in Judeo-Spanish literature and history, Avner includes himself as a 

member of the generation that knows next to nothing of the breadth of Judeo-

Spanish culture.  He quickly mitigates this comment by absolving them all of guilt, 

insisting instead that this relative ignorance is the result of a longer process: 

wehareynu yod`im kim`at me’umah `al hayabeshet haz’ot.  wezeh lo’ 
beashmateynu.  zeh lo’ hador shelanu.  zeh tahalikh shenimshakh 
kvar dorot rabim lemarbey haSa`ar.  wehu’ eHat mehasibot bamaSav 
shebo netunah haladino.  ken, anaHnu shevuyim beHoser yedi`ah 
legabey otah yabeshet, legabey mah hi’ haladino. 

 
And we in fact know almost nothing about that continent.  And it’s not our 
fault.  It’s not our generation.  It’s a process that has already gone on for 
many generations, unfortunately.  And that’s one of the reasons for the 
state that Ladino is in.  Yes, we’re prisoners of ignorance regarding that 
same continent, regarding what Ladino is. 
 

While they are “prisoners” of that ignorance, these students, like so many others 

who find themselves between an obsolescing and dominant language, are the 

only ones who have the power to reverse this process, through activities 

developed to promote and maintain the language on the verge of being lost.  

Avner will later attempt to rally his students to forgo their nostalgic attachments to 

Judeo-Spanish in favor of a more academic approach to their language and its 
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literature, but the debate between nostalgic and objective goals in not one that 

will be easily resolved, as we will see later in this chapter. 

 

Language Revitalization 

One possible outcome of language shift is language obsolescence.  

Despite the enormous number of languages on the verge of obsolescence, it is 

only in the last thirty years that scholars have begun to pay attention to this 

process.  Dorian suggests that the neglect of language extinction as a field of 

study was due largely to “the reluctance of the linguist or anthropologist to work 

with imperfect speakers of a language, who were also, by implication, imperfect 

representatives of the cultural group in question” (1981:3).  Her own reorientation 

toward imperfect speakers and reevaluation of the benefits of their inclusion in 

her research allowed her access to speakers of a broad range of Gaelic 

proficiency, a continuum she was able to plumb “not only for differences in actual 

Gaelic usage, but also for differences in personal linguistic history and in 

language attitude and habits” (1981:5). 

When a language dies, more than just a linguistic system disappears.  

Aviva, a Sephardic woman in her 50s, described to me in an interview her 

feelings about what was disappearing along with Judeo-Spanish, which she calls 

Ladino1: 

                                                 
1 Younger speakers are more apt to refer to the language as Ladino, while older generation typically refers 
to it as Spanyol. 
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Ladino is not only the language.  Ladino is food, Ladino is the way of 
thinking, Ladino is the well-being of somebody, the relationships between 
the family, the honor of the elderly.  It means a lot.  It has so many other 
aspects than how many words in Ladino you know…it’s deeper.  And this 
is lost.  This is lost, of course. 
 

While many other ethnic identity markers exist, such as religion, dress, food and 

dance, the loss of a language necessarily leads to some degree of loss of 

ethnocultural identity. Fishman suggests that movements to hold onto or 

recapture an ethnic language focus on the linguistic associations that often lie 

under the surface, if they exist at all: 

[Language movements] both instill and tap language consciousness, that 
is, consciousness of the symbolic role of language and the heightened 
sense of responsibility toward ethnoculturally, encumbered persons, 
places, behaviors,  and values that a given language so fully and 
exquisitely indexes, implements, and symbolizes (1994:88) 
 

He writes that people frequently experience language and ethnicity as a 

seamless and interdependent web, remarking that once separated, “it is quite 

common for one component to outlive the other” (1989:180).  He cites the Irish 

and the Jews as examples where the language was lost but ethnic continuity 

remained.  His suggestion that ethnic continuity may remain after a language 

disappears, however, does not fully acknowledge the cultural carrying capacity of 

language (myths, songs, joke, tales) that, as Dorian argues, makes the loss of 

language that much more potentially devastating to group identity (1994:115).  

Because loss of language is related to both macro- and micro-sociological 

factors, by the time speakers begin to shift away from their native language, their 

culture has often already experience significant change as well. 
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As the study of endangered languages gains an ever-greater sense of 

urgency, linguists have been working to assess the current vitality of the world’s 

languages and to evaluate language maintenance and revitalization efforts 

currently in progress.  Among the most important factors in keeping a language 

alive, according to Grenoble and Whaley (1999), are governmental support and 

number of speakers.  Yet positive governmental support and large communities 

of speakers are not sufficient to maintain a language if the people themselves do 

not make the choice to “end the erosion” (Fennell 1981:37).  A successful effort 

to prevent a language from disappearing requires efforts not just at the level of 

language policy, but direct community-building efforts as well (Fishman 1987:9).  

Yet Dorian warns that language maintenance programs are often invoked as a 

solution to community language loss without a full understanding on the part of 

those involved of the complexity of factors that have contributed to it.  Despite 

this fact, she suggests that there is still much potential value to be gained from 

trying – even “in the face of almost certain failure” (1987:63).   

Negative attitudes toward their language is one of the primary reasons 

why speakers cease to use their native language, resulting in shame and 

embarrassment to speak it or be heard speaking it.  Language maintenance 

movements, by reversing official attitudes and legitimizing the minority language, 

may work to reverse at least some of these attitudes on part of the speakers, as 

well as decrease any general sense of hostility toward its culture and speakers.  

For example, Dorian (1987:65) notes that failure to promote the Irish language to 
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a national vernacular, despite significant effort, can been seen as “an appalling 

waste of money and a colossal failure”, but looking at the overall cultural climate 

demonstrates significant gains overall: extensive scholarship on Celtic language, 

literature and history, easily accessible to academic and popular audience alike.  

In order to improve the chances that a language revitalization program will 

achieve linguistic success, however, Leanne Hinton (2001:17) emphasizes the 

importance of persistence, sustainability and honesty.  Resistance to language 

revitalization efforts from both outside and inside the community is common, but 

persistence in the face of obstacles and negative attitudes is essential.  While 

setting up a program is the first step, finding the money and people to help it 

constantly evolve and grow – without burning out key language activists – is the 

challenge of sustainability.  Finally, Hinton argues that honesty is a crucial 

component.  The ability to examine revitalization efforts critically, to learn from 

their successes and failures, must be ongoing.  The overall gains described by 

Dorian are not without value, but if the primary goal is the revitalization of the 

language, then the key characteristics described by Hinton are essential factors 

in revitalization programs. 

 Many of the Judeo-Spanish revitalization efforts in Israeli do not relate 

directly to Judeo-Spanish as a language, but rather on the promotion of other 

aspects of Sephardic culture.  Language maintenance and revitalization efforts in 

Southeast Alaska suggest that cultural activities like singing and dancing provide 

“convenient ‘badges of ethnicity’” that far supercede language activities in terms 
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of popularity (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1999:68).  Similarly, the Maya 

language maintenance movement has dedicated precious resources to 

promoting the broader Maya cultural matrix, under the opinion that “all aspects of 

culture need attention as part of the task of promoting language” (England 

1999:107).  With a “broader cultural matrix” in mind, this study of Judeo-Spanish 

revitalization is a study of activities that center around the language but do not 

always focus on the language.  A number of Sephardic cultural activities, in 

particular singing and storytelling, will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.   

 For the Sephardim in Israel who wish to hold on to Judeo-Spanish, they 

are fighting an uphill battle.  Immigration and nationalism, the dominance of 

Hebrew, the lack of cohesive Sephardic geographic communities, negative 

associations with Judeo-Spanish, a minority social status relative to Ashkenazim, 

and limited resources for revitalization activities are just some of the factors that 

have contributed, in recent generations, to the continuing decline of Judeo-

Spanish.  But in a land with approximately 100,000 Judeo-Spanish speakers, 

where the memory of the revitalization of Hebrew as a spoken language is still 

fresh, it is not beyond the imagination that Judeo-Spanish may yet increase its 

speaker base and survive longer than predicted.  In the next section, I describe 

the evolution of revitalization efforts to this end. 
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Early Judeo-Spanish Revitalization Efforts 

Israeli radio and minority language maintenance 

 The precursor to the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement in Israel was 

the Judeo-Spanish radio program, which began its broadcast in 1948 on the 

public radio station kol yisrael (The Voice of Israel, now under the auspices of 

the Israel Broadcasting Authority).  Kol Yisrael itself was established in 1928, 

twenty years before the establishment of the state of Israel.  Radio has always 

played an important role throughout Israel’s history, whether disseminating 

information during the struggle for independence, calling up troops during times 

of war or keeping the public posted during national emergencies.  As a nation 

wrought with security concerns, the hourly radio news bulletin continues to 

command attention across the country, to the extent that even on city buses, a 

hush descends over the passengers when the hour’s news is announced.   

The radio has also served another function essential to the nation, as a 

tool for immigrant absorption.  Debra Spitulnik’s work on minority language radio 

in Zambia illustrates the challenge many nation-states face in forging national 

unity while recognizing national diversity.  In Zambia, national unity and diversity 

are mediated through the allocation of minority language airtime (seven 

languages as representative of 73 separate tribes), which “maps out a distinct 

picture of the nation’s ethnolinguistic landscape and also publicizes, legitimizes 

and empowers certain groups at the expense of others” (1998: 166).  During the 

early years of Israeli statehood, Hebrew was used as the primary language of the 
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radio, with an average of only fifteen-minutes a day allotted for each minority 

language broadcast.  These minority broadcasts were established and funded by 

the Israeli government as a stepping stone for immigrants until they learned 

Hebrew, with the goal of fostering integration into national life.  Promoting the 

linguistic and cultural distinctiveness of its citizens would have been viewed as 

antithetical to the goal of creating an Israeli national identity.   

The Israel Broadcasting Authority’s reshet klitah ve’aliyah (Absorption 

and Immigration Network) accommodates the needs of the two largest recent 

immigrant groups in Israel: Ethiopians and Russians.  This station was created in 

1991 following the 36-hour airlift of more than 14,000 Ethiopian Jews to Israel, 

adding to the tens of thousands of Ethiopian Jews living in Israel at the time.  

From 1989-2000, almost 900,000 immigrants from the former Soviet Union 

immigrated to Israel (Ministry of Immigrant Absorption website), and this station 

offers 2 hours of Amharic- and 10 hours of Russian-language broadcasting.   

Daily fifteen-minute broadcasts in French, Yiddish, Romanian, and Judeo-

Spanish, Spanish, English, Hungarian, Moghrabi, Georgian and Bukharian 

continue, but they have been criticized as both “’lip service’ to the immigrant 

lobby rather than an act of good will” (Cooper 1995:359) and a reflection of policy 

rather than demand, as exemplified by the complete absence – despite the need 

– of German-language programming on the air following World War II (Hoffman 

and Fisherman 1972:359).  The continued support of these fifteen-minute 

broadcasts, despite the fact that most have outlived their linguistic need, 
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suggests a more pluralistic approach to minority language maintenance than in 

the early decades of statehood.   

With Hebrew secure as the national Israeli language, both the government 

and the people have begun to make room for the promotion and preservation of 

minority languages and cultures.  It should be noted, however, that while Hebrew 

is no longer threatened by other languages, some view Israeli culture as 

threatened by the influence of American culture.  One of the most obvious ways 

in which this influence is felt is through the prevalence of American music, and a 

bill was proposed in November of 1998 requiring national radio stations to 

include Hebrew songs in at least half of their programming (Greenberg 1998).  

Many people see foreign influences as detrimental to the development of a 

unique Israeli culture, while others are thankful for the richness and diversity they 

bring and view this bill as a reflection of national insecurity.  In Chapter 4 I 

discuss the ideology behind Israeli music and focus in particular how increased 

interest in Judeo-Spanish music reflects a shift away from past definitions of 

“Israeli” music. Over fifty years after the establishment of the state of Israel, the 

radio continues to reflect the often contested and changing official ideologies 

toward language and culture. 

 

Judeo-Spanish radio program 

The Judeo-Spanish radio program was first broadcast in 1948, following 

Israeli independence.  The program initially consisted of two, fifteen-minute daily 
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broadcasts, but as demand and funds have dwindled, the program has been cut 

down to one, fifteen-minute evening broadcast.  Moshe Shaul, one of the current 

leaders of the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, began his professional 

involvement in the language in 1954 as editor, interviewer and social 

commentator for the Judeo-Spanish radio program, eventually taking over in 

1977 following the death of the program manager, Yitzhak Levy.  His choice to 

work for the program was met by surprise by the people around him, as he 

recounts to a class of Judeo-Spanish students: 

keshe’ani hitHalti la`avod beshnat Hamishim we’arba`, az amru li 
“bishvil mah atah `oved beladino?  atah baHur maskil, lamad 
ba’universiTah.  ta`avod be`ivrit, ta`avod beSarfatit.  lamah dawqa’ 
ladino?”  lemazali lo’ kol kakh shama`ti lahem.  wezeh lo’ hayah qal. 
 
When I started to work in ’54, they said to me, “Why are you working in 
Ladino?  You’re an educated young man, you studied in university.  Work 
in Hebrew.  Work in French.  Why of all things Ladino?”  Lucky for me, I 
didn’t listen to them that much.  And it wasn’t easy. 

 
The implication that a university-educated young man should not concern himself 

with Judeo-Spanish is consistent with speakers’ own evaluations of Judeo-

Spanish as a low prestige language, a “jargon” spoken by “uneducated” people 

(see also Harris 1994:23, 232-234), but it also reflects the dominant ideology 

during the early years of statehood that encouraged a break with the Diaspora – 

linguistically and culturally.  In contrast, the suggestion that he work in the field of 

French underlies the value and prestige attached to it, as a language of 

education and Western culture.  
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Moshe explains that the pressures during the early days of statehood of 

mizug galuyot (merging of the Diasporas) influenced his own aspirations upon 

arriving in Israel: he strove to speak Hebrew, study at the university and integrate 

as fully as possible.  His decision to work for the Judeo-Spanish radio did not 

contradict his Zionistic orientation, he contends, as the radio was just a way to 

make a living.  Once he began working with the radio program, however, he 

began to realize that the cultural heritage of Judeo-Spanish was quickly 

disappearing:   

`al haladino, az dibarti ladino `im hamishpaHah.  aval `ad 
shenikhnasti lehofa`at kol yisra’el bikhlal zeh lo’ `alah leda`ati.  
wegam keshehitHalti la`avod bekol yisra’el bashanim harishonot, 
ra’iti bezeh yoter `inyan shel parnasah.  ani `oved kedey lehitparnes.  
raq bemeshekh hazman higa`ti le’at le’at lehakarah sheyesh lanu 
nekhes tarbuti sheboreaH beyn ha’eSba`ot, we’im anaHnu lo’ sogrim 
et ha’eSba`ot, lo’ yisha’er mezeh shum davar. 
 
As for Ladino, then I spoke Ladino with my family.  But until I got into the 
Kol Yisrael show, it didn’t cross my mind at all.  And also when I started to 
work at Kol Yisrael in the early years, I saw it more as a matter of 
livelihood: I work to make a living.  Only with time did I become aware, 
little by little, that we have a cultural asset that is slipping through our 
fingers, and if we don’t close our fingers, nothing will remain of it. 

 
These progressive shifts in perception, first from investing his energy into 

learning Hebrew while relegating Judeo-Spanish to the home, to using Judeo-

Spanish as a way to make a living, and later to viewing the intrinsic value of 

Judeo-Spanish as cultural asset to be preserved, occurred over time and as a 

result of a variety of experiences around language in a number of different 

contexts: the Turkey of his childhood, a newly-established Israeli nation and the 

more mature Israel of recent decades.  Moshe knew that, without an organized 
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effort, little would remain of Judeo-Spanish and its cultural heritage.  As a result 

of this realization and largely through the radio program, Moshe would play a 

crucial role in establishing what would decades later become the basis for future 

Judeo-Spanish revitalization efforts, which I describe below. 

 

Judeo-Spanish radio and standardization 

Since its inception, one of the greatest challenges for those working at Kol 

Yisrael has been that of creating a standard Judeo-Spanish.  Historically, the 

Judeo-Spanish press had played an active role in creating a modern lexicon and 

disseminating it to a wide audience.  Following WWII, the press began to lose 

prevalence, and currently there are no Judeo-Spanish written sources 

consistently ready by large groups of Sephardim.  The task of inventing new 

words and phrases to accommodate the demands of the modern world therefore 

fell on the original Kol Yisrael radio team (of which Moshe Shaul was a member).  

The only ones working to standardize and develop Judeo-Spanish, they jokingly 

referred to themselves as the “Judeo-Spanish Academy” and the dialect of 

Judeo-Spanish that they perpetuate as “the Judeo-Spanish of Moshe Shaul’s 

house”.  These four principal workers all completed their primary and secondary 

studies in Turkey, and Moshe argues that the linguistic homogeneity of the group 

provided an important advantage in creating a standard for Judeo-Spanish by 

decreasing the likelihood of lexical and phonetic variation (Shaul 1999:66-7).  

The lack of a written grammar, coupled with the fact that the only dictionary 
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consisted of a translation of Judeo-Spanish into French, however, complicated 

the standardization effort, leading many to consider it to be, as he writes, 

“Mission Impossible”.   He describes the “head-breaking” daily challenge of 

creating a modern, updated lexicon: 

Kaje i no uvo dia en el kual no tuvimos ke rompermos la kavesa2 
para topar komo trezladar del ebreo al djudeo-espanyol una o otra de 
las numerozas palavras ke no existian ainda en el vokabulario 
djudeo-espanyol, o si existian, mozotros no las konosiamos 
(1999:66).  
 
There was just about no day in which we didn’t have to break our head to 
find how to translate from Hebrew to JS one or another of the numerous 
words that didn’t exist yet in JS vocabulary, or if they did exist, we didn’t 
know them.  
 

One example of this struggle that the Kol Yisrael team frequently cites concerned 

the appropriate translation for “surrogate mother”.  In order to provide the Judeo-

Spanish speaking audience with a translation of a popular news story concerning 

that topic, the team had to create and agree to consistently employ the term 

madre alkilada (literally, “rented mother”).  This is just one of the many instances 

in which new expressions are created to fulfill the demands of a changing world, 

yet it is often cited – perhaps because of the contrast between this modern 

medical procedure and the traditional Sephardic folk medicine3 most often 

associated with Judeo-Spanish.     

                                                 
2 It should be noted that even the most conscientious speakers are not immune from the influence of other 
languages: “kaje i no” and “rompermos la kavesa” are borrowed expressions from the Hebrew “kim’at 
v’lo” and “lishbor et harosh”.   
3 An excellent resource for Sephardic folk traditions is Levy and Zumwaldt’s Ritual Medicinal Lore of 
Sephardic Women (2002). 
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Lexical modernization such as this is often required to update a language 

to accommodate modern demands, yet situations of revitalization are often 

characterized by conservative linguistic attitudes.  Hill and Hill’s study of 

Mexicano (1986:140) suggests that purism can be detrimental to the survival of a 

language by deprecating modern usage and causing resistance on part of the 

speakers, and Dorian (1994:481) argues against “the restrictive role which 

puristic attitudes are likely to play” within the context of language revival and 

revitalization.  Creating new terms for modern concepts, however, is less 

problematic than replacing preexisting terms already in common usage.  Arlene 

Malinowski, citing an interview with Moshe Shaul, notes that the Kol Yisrael staff 

sought to use a “neutral” language in their broadcasts that would be easily 

understood by Judeo-Spanish speakers from all regional backgrounds 

(1981:184).  Moshe also contends that lexical innovations were implemented for 

the purpose of recreating the internal linguistic integrity of Judeo-Spanish.  To 

this end, the Kol Yisrael team worked to replace the abundance of Turkish and 

French words that had begun to enter Judeo-Spanish toward the end of the 19th 

century.  Because so many Sephardim studied in the French Alliance Isráelite 

Universelle schools, it was common for them to rely on French to fill in the gaps 

in their Judeo-Spanish.  The language of prestige, speakers often interspersed 

French words and phrases in their Judeo-Spanish as a means of demonstrating 

their higher socio-economic level, which I detail later in this chapter. 
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 As the Kol Yisrael team began to form its plans for standardizing Judeo-

Spanish, they were faced with the decision of whether to use French or Spanish 

as their model.  Moshe argues that French made more sense from a practical 

perspective, but in order to retain the Spanish character of the language the team 

eventually decided to use the latter, under the condition that Spanish equivalents 

that would be incomprehensible to the “average listener” would be provided by a 

French, easily-understood equivalent (Shaul 1998:68).  He contends that this 

replacement of foreign borrowings was not an effort to eliminate all borrowings 

from Judeo-Spanish, as many concepts had no suitable equivalent in other 

languages, and even many of those that had equivalents had become an 

inseparable part of the language.  In contrast, for those items that could be 

accurately replaced by neologisms or by Judeo-Spanish terms that had slipped 

into disuse, the Kol Yisrael team felt an obligation to do so.  When new words are 

created or unfamiliar terms are used, they are initially presented together with a 

paraphrase so their meaning can be understood (Malinowski 1981:184). The 

willingness to balance between searching for an authentic Judeo-Spanish term 

and permitting the incorporation of a foreign borrowing heed’s Haugen’s 

(1977:101) warning of the dangers of “linguistic straight jacketing” and is likewise 

in step with Hill and Hill’s (1986:59) suggestion of the positive and preservationist 

effects of such linguistic syncretism. As each day presents the Kol Yisrael team 

with new demands, Moshe argues that the team continues to be both self-critical 
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and accepting of constructive criticism from listeners, colleagues and linguists, 

and innovations are reevaluated and replaced as appropriate. 

 

Project Folklore 

 After taking over as director in 1977, Moshe began to realize that a 

majority of Sephardic folk material was undocumented and would soon be lost 

with the passing of native Judeo-Spanish speakers.  In 1978, he organized 

Projekto Folklore, the goal of which was to record, transcribe and catalogue 

Judeo-Spanish folksongs (personal communication).  Radio announcements 

were made during the Judeo-Spanish broadcast asking listeners to contact the 

station if they were willing to collaborate in this collection effort, and this was the 

first time the program was used to mobilize listeners toward an explicit goal.  

Moshe says that listeners were reticent at first, some embarrassed by their own 

knowledge of “old peoples’ songs”, but the station was quickly overwhelmed with 

listeners volunteering their time and voices.  In the event that only fragments of 

songs were successfully collected, these fragments would be played on the air 

and listeners would be asked to phone in if they could provide the missing lyrics.  

He admits to being shocked by the intensity of listeners’ responses, which 

included not merely a willingness to collaborate in the folklore collection, but to 

help organize activities and obtain Judeo-Spanish reading materials as well 

(Malinowski 1981:185).  By the end of the project in the mid-1980s, Proyekto 

Folklore had succeeded in transcribing and cataloguing some 4000 Judeo-
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Spanish folksongs.  The archive is currently housed at Kol Yisrael and is 

accessible to researchers for folkloric, ethnomusicological and linguistic analysis, 

and the broader public can acquire selections on cassette. 

 

Judeo-Spanish journal 

 Another outgrowth of Kol Yisrael’s Judeo-Spanish broadcast is Aki 

Yerushalayim (Here Jerusalem), the only all-Judeo-Spanish publication in 

existence in the world today4.  What began in 1979 as a brief photocopied 

newsletter of sorts has grown to close to 100 pages per volume, published three 

times a year, with approximately five hundred subscribers internationally.  Edited 

by Moshe Shaul, the goals of Aki Yerushalayim, as stated on the first page of 

each edition, are the following: 

1. To make better known the culture and folklore of the Sephardic Jews, as 
well as their history and current status. 

 
2. To stimulate and help revive to the extent possible literary and journalistic 

activity in Ladino [Judeo-Spanish], thus contributing to the conservation 
and promotion efforts of this language and culture.   
(my translation) 

 
Articles cover such diverse topics as Sephardic history, language, folklore, 

literature, genealogy and gastronomy, and each edition contains book and music 

reviews, poetry and a Judeo-Spanish crossword puzzle.  In recent years, Aki 

Yerushalayim has been sent to subscribers with a supplement called El 

Pregonero (The Town Crier), a twelve-page bulletin reporting on Sephardic 

                                                 
4 See Harris 1994 for detailed overview of Judeo-Spanish press. 
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activities around the world and including a list of Internet sites and newsletters 

relevant to Judeo-Spanish language and culture. 

 

Judeo-Spanish orthography  

Aki Yerushalayim has been at the forefront of the debate on Judeo-

Spanish orthography, as scholars and language activists deliberate the 

advantages and disadvantages of the various orthographic systems.  In her 

discussion of Corsican language politics, Alexandra Jaffe notes the symbolic and 

political aspects of orthographic systems when she argues that “Orthographies 

are never simply transparent vehicles for getting a language down on paper” 

(1999:215).  For much of Sephardic history, Judeo-Spanish was written in Rashi 

script, a Hebrew font named after an 11th century rabbi whose Torah and 

Talmudic commentaries are influential still today.  In 1928, as part of broader 

socio-political reforms in Turkey, printing in Arabic characters became illegal.  

Except for religious writings, texts were required to be printed in Latin characters.  

Moshe Shaul (1998:11) notes that during this time, Jews in the Balkans had 

begun to abandon Rashi script as they became more integrated in the local 

cultures of their newly-independent countries.  As a result, Sephardim from 

different areas began writing Judeo-Spanish in Latin characters, but with no 

systematic way of doing so.  Shaul suggests that this state of “anarchy and 

confusion”, which existed for some 70 years, was what led the Aki Yerushalayim 

team to develop a standard orthography. 
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 Despite the fact that a majority of Aki Yerushalayim’s early readers were 

familiar with Turkish orthography, this system was rejected.  Shaul contents that 

the diacritics of the Turkish alphabet would have been prohibitive to a wider 

audience and to computers users around the world.  Because Modern Spanish 

does not have letters to represent Judeo-Spanish sounds ([š], [ž] and       ), this 

was also not a viable option.  In addition, the desire to keep Judeo-Spanish 

separate from Modern Spanish also motivated the quest for its own system.  

Jaffe notes a similar concern with regard to the Corsican writing system 

maintaining its distinction from Italian: “The goal of differentiation from Italian has 

thus made it all the more important to use orthography to foreground features of 

Corsican that are not shared with it” (1999:219).   

The concern among those involved in the Judeo-Spanish orthography 

decision was to create an alphabet that would be practical and accessible to the 

widest possible audience and be loyal to the particular phonetic system of Judeo-

Spanish.  Hinton (2001:245) argues that in situations of language revitalization, 

choosing a practical orthographic system over a phonetic system is 

advantageous both because of the ability to use a standard keyboard as well as 

to provide language learners with the most familiar and easy to learn system for 

reading and writing their language.  With ease and accessibility in mind, a system 

was created in which one letter corresponded to only one sound (e.g. ‘k’ for kero, 

kuando, kiosko in contrast with Modern Spanish quiero, cuando, kiosko).  To 

help familiar readers with this system, the first page of each Aki Yerushalayim 
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volume contains a chart labelled “Grafia del Djudeo-Espanyol sigun el metodo 

de Aki Yerushalayim” (Judeo-Spanish Writing according to the Aki 

Yerushalayim Method).  What is now commonly referred to as the “Aki 

Yerushalayim system” is now used extensively throughout the world as the 

standard Latin-based orthography.  For example, on the Internet list-serv 

Ladinokomunita, formed in the United States in January of 2000 (current 

membership of 550), each message begins with a reminder to use the Aki 

Yerushalayim system, followed by examples. 

The orthographic debate continues, however.  There are those who 

propose the continued use of Rashi script for the practical purpose of enabling 

more people to access and study Judeo-Spanish texts written in Rashi, while 

there are those that propose using the standard Hebrew font for writing Judeo-

Spanish.  Others continue using the Turkish system while others still propose a 

system based on Modern Spanish.  Moshe Shaul notes the response of one of 

the Aki Yerushalayim contributors to the idea of using the Spanish-based system 

with extensive diacritics: “For us, it would be resigning ourselves to remain mute, 

to not being able to express our ideas and feelings through books, articles, 

poems, etc.” (Shaul 1998:13, my translation).  The fact that people from so many 

different regions around the world engage in this debate is a testament to the 

continued desire to keep Judeo-Spanish alive – at least, through writing.  Shaul 

argues that, in contrast to the common opinion that Judeo-Spanish is dying, more 

and more written works are being published in Judeo-Spanish; the Aki 
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Yerushalayim system facilitates this process and helps ensure the widest 

possible readership. 

 

Sefarad organization 

 By 1981, with the addition of Project Folklore and Aki Yerushalayim, there 

were too many activities to be managed under the auspices of Kol Yisrael.  The 

team of Judeo-Spanish activists involved in these efforts therefore founded the 

“Sefarad Association” to organize activities in the growing field of Judeo-Spanish 

revitalization.  Sefarad soon took over the publication of Aki Yerushalayim and 

began to sponsor conferences, seminars, storytelling evenings, and other 

activities related to Judeo-Spanish.  In 1989, with the knowledge that children 

were no longer learning Judeo-Spanish at home, Sefarad organized the first 

Judeo-Spanish high school course at a girls’ school in Jerusalem, which 

continues to this day.  Teaching Judeo-Spanish has become a major focus of 

energy and finances, and recent years have seen the creation of university and 

adult language classes to transmit the language in the absence of parent-child 

transmission.  

Another outgrowth of Sefarad was the Ma’ale Adumim Institute for the 

Documentation of Judeo-Spanish Language and Culture.  It was created with the 

purpose of facilitating and encouraging research, sponsoring conferences, 

collecting written documentation of Judeo-Spanish and publishing new and pre-

existing Judeo-Spanish materials (Sefarad website).  Current projects of the 
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Ma’ale Adumim Institute include a Judeo-Spanish song database, a Hebrew-

Judeo-Spanish/Judeo-Spanish-Hebrew dictionary and the publication of new 

editions of Judeo-Spanish literary works.  These works, all written in Rashi script, 

are challenging for Hebrew speakers to read and inaccessible to the general 

public.  New publications in Latin characters will allow a broader audience to read 

and conduct research on these written documents. 

  

Official Revitalization Efforts 

  Unofficial Judeo-Spanish revitalization efforts have been in existence 

since the late 1970s, but official involvement in Judeo-Spanish revitalization was 

not initiated until 1996, when the Israeli Knesset’s (Parliament) mandated the 

creation of the La Autoridad Nasionala del Ladino (National Authority for 

Ladino) to encourage, foster and preserve the Judeo-Spanish heritage.  In 1995, 

Member of Knesset Dov Shilansky proposed the creation of a national 

organization for the preservation and promotion of Yiddish, a Jewish language 

also experiencing a significant decline.  Thinking it might improve relations 

between Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews, who are often divided among political, 

if not cultural and religious, lines, he suggested that a national authority be 

created for Judeo-Spanish at the same time.  In 1996, the Knesset passed 

mandates for both, and by the middle of 1997, the National Authority for Ladino 

(NAL) had been established, with former Israeli President (1978-1983) Yitzhak 
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Navon at its head.  Working alongside him was Moshe Shaul, as well as various 

other members of the Kol Yisrael, Aki Yerushalayim and Sefarad teams.    

 It should be noted that in addition to his former positions as President of 

Israel and Minister of Education, Navon is also well known as the author of the 

musical Bustan Sefaradi (Sephardic Orchard).  This production, which was 

performed an impressive 384 times during its first year (1970), describes life 

before statehood in a Sephardic quarter of Jerusalem much like the one in which 

Navon himself was raised.  The musical incorporates traditional and original 

Judeo-Spanish songs, and it continues to sell out at theaters throughout the 

country.  The symbolic “Father of Ladino”, Navon’s history demonstrates that 

minority linguistic continuity and a strong national identity are not inherently 

contradictory.  Strongly committed to Judeo-Spanish revitalization, he is at the 

same time outspoken concerning the apathy of many Israelis toward the Hebrew 

language and is frequently quoted as saying “Oh, that Hebrew speakers loved 

Hebrew as much as Sephardim love Judeo-Spanish and Ashkenazim love 

Yiddish” (personal communication). 

 Building on that love for Judeo-Spanish, the staff of the NAL has 

sponsored lectures, book exhibits, scholarships, adult language classes 

(including courses designed to train Judeo-Spanish teachers and radio 

broadcasters), and in October of 1999, an international conference on Judeo-

Spanish orthography.  The explicit goals of the NAL, as outlined in its charter, are 

the following: 
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1. To deepen awareness of all forms of Ladino culture among the nation 
and to foster its research and teaching; 

2. To advance, to aid and to encourage current Ladino language creative 
work;  

3. To aid the foundation and maintenance of institutions in which activities  
related to Ladino culture are conducted; 

4. To advance, to aid and to encourage the collection, documentation and  
cataloguing of the treasure of oral folk culture and written Ladino  
culture; 

5. To advance, to aid and to encourage the publication of select works of  
popular Ladino culture and Ladino writing, both in the original language 
and in Hebrew translation. 
(National Authority for Ladino 1998, my translation) 

Until the formation of the NAL, the Israeli Ministry of Education supported Judeo-

Spanish courses at the high school and university level.  Following its formation, 

the Ministry of Education felt that it no longer needed to fund these classes.  

Moshe Shaul, assistant director of the NAL, expressed frustration that the 

Knesset would mandate the existence of an organization which would 

necessarily spend a majority of its annual budget – approximately $380,000 until 

2003, when it was reduced to $300,000 – on activities already in existence and 

already funded, rather than encourage and enable the development of new 

programs.  The expectation that an ethnic group would fund its own language 

courses is not uncommon.  In their study of Southeast Alaskan indigenous 

language maintenance, Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1999:85) describe a two-

week experimental Tlingit teaching course in a major Southeast Alaskan school 

district that was funded through individual donations and grants, pointing out that 

the teaching of Spanish and French is not contingent upon those ethnic groups 

raising sufficient funds. At the time of this research, the issue of course funding 
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was still being negotiated, and alternative funding sources were sought to allow 

for flexibility in planning and implementation of a variety of new programs. 

 

Judeo-Spanish Language Classes  

Research methods  

In an effort to get a broad representation of Judeo-Spanish language 

teaching, I attended high school, university and adult Judeo-Spanish classes.  

Specifically, during my eight months of fieldwork, I attended and either 

audiotaped or videotaped four Judeo-Spanish classes at Amalia High School, 

three at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, six at Ben Gurion University, three 

at Bar Ilan University and thirty sponsored by the NAL.  As I expected, the 

classes varied dramatically, due in large part to the difference in teacher 

orientations (linguistic vs. literary vs. folkloric) as well as variation in student 

backgrounds and motivations.  Some students, for example, enrolled in the class 

because they grew up hearing Judeo-Spanish and wanted to improve their ability 

to speak, others because they wanted to teach it, and others because, in the 

words of a tenth grader, “it was easier than Arabic” (the other foreign language 

option available at the high school).  Another way that these courses differed 

from one another was with respect to participant frameworks.  By participant 

frameworks, I refer to M. Goodwin’s notion that activities align participants to one 

another within face-to-face interaction in ways that shape the emergent social 

organization.  She writes that participant frameworks 
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[I]ntegrate participants, actions, and events, and thus constitute key 
resources for accomplishing social organization within face-to-face 
interaction.  In short, the organization of activities provides a range of 
resources both for explicitly depicting participants and for situating those 
present in relation to each other in ways that are relevant to what is 
happening at the moment (1990:10). 
 

It became clear to me very early on that the NAL’s adult courses would serve as 

the most interesting site for analyzing participation and language ideology, 

because through participation it is possible to see language ideology in action.  

Because the other classes targeted students with limited Judeo-Spanish 

knowledge (with the exception of one course at Bar Ilan University), they were 

primarily teacher-fronted and strictly regimented; and because few of the 

students claimed any Sephardic heritage at all, they had limited background 

knowledge with which to situate the linguistic, cultural or literary discussions.  In 

contrast, students in the NAL course were required to demonstrate a high degree 

of Judeo-Spanish proficiency, and, with very few exceptions, all could claim at 

least partial Sephardic ancestry.  As a result, the dividing line between student 

and teacher was much less clear, as the students were “experts” in their own 

experience as Sephardim and took a much more active verbal role in the 

classroom.  This dynamic created the context for the students to influence the 

shape of the lessons through their questions and commentaries.  With this in 

mind, I chose to privilege the NAL classes in my research and analysis, both in 

the field and in this chapter.  
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NAL Judeo-Spanish course overview  

Following its creation in 1997, the first order of business for the NAL was 

organizing its staff and advisory board.  Those who had dedicated years to the 

cause through their personal and professional affiliations were chosen to 

participate, and together they decided that activities related to Judeo-Spanish 

language education would receive the highest priority for planning and budgeting.  

This included the writing and publication of Judeo-Spanish language textbooks 

and a basic Judeo-Spanish-Hebrew dictionary, university stipends to encourage 

the advanced study of the language and a course to train Judeo-Spanish 

speakers to teach the language at the high school level.   

In order for goals of the NAL to be implemented, there needed to be a 

strong base of people fluent in Judeo-Spanish and educated in Sephardic culture 

and history who were also interested in participating in such activities.  The need 

for a well-trained group of teachers was recognized, and, as a result, a year-long 

teacher training course on Judeo-Spanish language and culture was developed, 

beginning in the summer of 1998 with an intensive, weeklong summer session, 

followed by a full-day, monthly seminar.  While many of the thirty students were 

involved professionally in education, there were a number of others who had no 

intention of teaching and participated just for opportunity to hear the language 

again.  There were so many other potential students who, like them, wanted to 

attend the course for personal reasons that the following year enrollment was 

opened to all interested in the language and organizing activities to maintain it.  
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Another reason for expanding the scope of the course was to avoid creating a 

large team of Judeo-Spanish teachers for whom there was no job market.  Aside 

from the high school course offered in Jerusalem, no other schools at the time 

could provide enough of a demand to warrant the creation of a Judeo-Spanish 

course.  Furthermore, the decision by the recently elected Minister of Education 

to require Arabic language study for all high school students was certain to 

decrease an already limited demand for future Judeo-Spanish high school 

courses.  

 The second Judeo-Spanish course offered by the NAL was greeted with 

an even greater response from the public, and over 90 prospective students 

competed for thirty openings.  All those interested in participating were required 

to send an application detailing their language experience and were later 

interviewed by the course teachers to determine their speaking level.  Many of 

those interested in participating had very low proficiency in the language, and 

with the course was geared toward more advanced speakers, they were not 

accepted.  There is talk of opening courses for beginners, but in the meanwhile, 

the NAL has chosen to focus a majority of its efforts on those who have a pre-

existing tie and exposure to the language, and who therefore will be most 

capable of leading the revitalization efforts in the future. 
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Analysis: Intensive Adult Judeo-Spanish Course  

Course structure   

 The adult course is comprised of an intensive week in August, followed by 

a daylong seminar each month throughout the year.  The classes within the 

course cover a range of topics, including language, literature and folklore, but the 

intensive summer course also includes guest speakers on various topics, such 

as Judeo-Spanish linguistics and the history of Jewish life in Yugoslavia.  A 

majority of the students sleep at the hostel where the course is held, even though 

all but a few live within an hour’s drive from its Jerusalem location, and many 

family members join in the evening activities when open to the public.  The 

students and teachers make an effort to speak Judeo-Spanish with one another 

both in and outside of class, but they often end up alternating between Judeo-

Spanish and Hebrew, depending on the speakers and the topics. 

 
Teaching Judeo-Spanish, teaching about Judeo-Spanish 

The students in the class are all capable of at least basic Judeo-Spanish 

conversation, albeit with mistakes, but they don’t know much about the language 

itself.  For most, this course presents them with their first opportunity to study its 

grammar while learning about its history and, through doing so, learn about their 

own history.  The first day of the course, Moshe Shaul struggles to stave off the 

bombardment of student questions: Did the Jews speak Judeo-Spanish in Spain 

before the Expulsion?  How did it develop?  Was it always written in Latin 
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characters?  Moshe requests that the students be patient, and he begins his 

overview.  He explains what Judeo-Spanish is, but he also explains what Judeo-

Spanish is not and highlights why the language is special.   

Moshe begins by asking rhetorically, “What is Judeo-Spanish?  Is it the 

language of Cervantes?”  Judeo-Spanish is often oversimplified and incorrectly 

described as the language that Miguel de Cervantes, born in 1547 and author of 

Don Quijote, would have spoken.  This description overlooks the innovative 

phonological and morphological aspects of the language and the lexical influence 

of Hebrew/Aramaic, Turkish, French and Greek, all of which have played a part 

in shaping the language over more than five centuries.  He continues with his 

description of the language and firmly denies that Judeo-Spanish is merely a 

fossilized Medieval Spanish: eyn safah she`overet fosilizaSiah weyekholah 

lehamshikh leshamesh anashim (There’s no language that undergoes 

fossilization and can continue to be useful to people).  For someone unfamiliar 

with the language, he suggests, it might seem to be merely a spoken version of 

Medieval Spanish, but he argues that it’s impossible for a language that is used 

by a community to be stay exactly the same as it always has been.  He describes 

how the language began to change following the Expulsion, as it absorbed more 

and more elements from the languages surrounding the newly established 

Sephardic communities, and provides examples that testify to this influence, such 

as piron (Greek for fork, rather than the MSp tenedor).  His focus on the 
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continued use of Judeo-Spanish underscores the language’s vitality as it passed 

from generation to generation.   

 After providing an overview of what Judeo-Spanish is and attempting to 

debunk the Cervantes myth, Moshe then turns to what makes Judeo-Spanish 

unique.  He argues that the language’s uniqueness lies in its survival for over five 

centuries, despite its speakers’ presence in foreign lands.  He does not suggest 

that the Judeo-Spanish has survived unchanged for five hundred years, but 

rather that the Sephardim managed to maintain a balance between an openness 

to outside influence on the language and the desire to maintain it as their 

community language.  He provides the students with a background on the 

autonomy, cultural prestige and other factors discussed in Chapter 2 that 

contributed to its survival before addressing those factors that contributed to its 

downfall.  Among the negative factors, he mentions the influence of the Alliance 

Israelite Universelle, which relegated Judeo-Spanish to the home as it imported 

French language and culture to the schools throughout the Mediterranean and 

the Middle East. 

 Moshe’s introduction to the history of Judeo-Spanish serves a number of 

purposes.  On one level, it addresses the students’ quests for facts and provides 

them with a brief historical perspective on the roots of their language.  On 

another level, he attempts to instill in them a sense of pride – in the language, for 

the blend of cultures it reflects, and in their ancestors, for holding on to Judeo-

Spanish despite the odds.  This is a small but essential step toward reversing 
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some of the negative attitudes associated with Judeo-Spanish.  Decades of 

minority language discouragement by the Israeli government and the general 

population have left their mark on Judeo-Spanish speakers, who internalized 

these negative attitudes.  But speakers’ own, prior conceptions of their language 

as impure or broken that began in the early 1900s and increased over time, 

played a serious role in the loss of prestige as well.  As a result, the teachers of 

the course have to be cautious in the way they present the language and correct 

the students’ speech so as not to disparage the Judeo-Spanish the students 

learned at home.  Because the organizers of the course hope that these students 

will one day lead the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, it is important to 

them that the students understand the difference between the Judeo-Spanish 

they speak or spoke at home and the Judeo-Spanish that they feel needs to be 

perpetuated in formal contexts.  Throughout the course, the instructors provide 

ongoing examples of these differences, including their own different ways of 

speaking.  They provide examples from their own experiences with the hopes of 

modeling behavior without delegitimizing the language that the students have 

brought with them from their families. 

 

Ways of speaking: formal vs. informal registers  

  Although most of the students are proficient speakers, their vocabulary 

levels and grammatical sophistication vary.  They grew up hearing Judeo-

Spanish spoken at home or among family members, with code-switching a 
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common occurrence, but they have limited experience with the language in 

formal contexts.  The students have no grammatical training, and because of the 

paucity of Judeo-Spanish textbooks, in this course they use the same textbook 

used by the beginning high school students.  As a result, despite their relative 

fluency, the students’ very first Judeo-Spanish lesson is on conjugating the verb 

ser (to be).  Though an elementary lesson, as soon as Zelda introduces the first 

person singular form se (I am), a student raises her hand to ask about so, the 

form she always used at home.  In response, Zelda launches a story about her 

first experience meeting Moshe Shaul to interview for a job at the radio.  She 

recounts having told him that she was from Istanbul and in doing so using the 

form of the verb she had learned in her home: Yo so d’Istanbul (I’m from 

Istanbul).  He immediately corrected her, and while he acknowledged that it was 

possible to say “so”, he insisted that “yo se” was more correct.   

Yo kuando vine a Kol Yisrael le dishe a Moshe “Yo so d’Istanbul.”  
Me disho “Yo se d’Istanbul”.  Dishe, “De ke?  Diziamos en mi kaza 
‘Yo se.’”  El dize “No.  Si keres, puedes dizir ‘yo so’.  Ma lo mas 
djusto es dizir ‘yo se.’”   
 
When I came to Kol Yisrael I told Moshe, “I’m (so) from Istanbul.”  He said 
to me, “I’m (se) from Istanbul”.  I said, “Why?  In my house we always said 
‘yo so.’”  He says, “No.  If you want, you can say ‘yo so’.  But it’s more 
correct to say ‘yo se.’”   
 

According to Moshe, both forms are possible, but one is “more correct” than the 

other.  Zelda’s form was not incorrect that, but Moshe encouraged her to adopt 

what he viewed as the better choice.  This personal example levels the playing 

field, as Zelda is able to demonstrate that she, too, had to modify her way of 
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speaking to accommodate the expectations of formal speaking contexts.  

Following Moshe’s example, Zelda continues and suggests her students do the 

same: 

Bueno.  Kuando ablash, podesh dizir ‘yo so’.  Komo estamos 
ambezando aki lengua i gramatica tomaremos lo ke esta eskrito aki, 
dizir ‘yo se’.  No va ser difisil de akodrar.  Se puede dizir ‘yo so’.  No 
ay dingun problema. 
 
Alright.  When you speak, you can say ‘yo so’.  Since we’re learning 
language and grammar here we’ll take what’s written here and say ‘yo 
se’.  It’s not going to be difficult to remember.  You can say ‘yo so’.  
There’s no problem. 
 

She tells the students that so is acceptable “when you speak”, implying informal 

conversation, but when studying grammar, in contrast, they should defer to the 

book.  And because se “is not difficult to remember”, she argues, there shouldn’t 

be a problem adopting the more correct form of the verb.    

Unlike language revival movements, where there are no longer any 

speakers of the language, in language revitalization movements, a major 

challenge is altering current language use to overcome these types of 

“entrenched habits” (Dorian 1994A:487).  Many of the Judeo-Spanish students 

aren’t even aware of the existence of another way of speaking different from the 

way they have heard it spoken at home, and this distinction between formal and 

informal Judeo-Spanish brings up the discussion of registers.  A register, 

according to Agha (2000:216), is a linguistic repertoire associated with people 

and social practices that is indexically linked to the context of language use.  

Registers are also socially distributed across speech communities, and not all 
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members are familiar with them.  Because one of the goals of this course is to 

train the students for formal Judeo-Spanish contexts, it is important that the 

teachers teach the formal, or “professional”, register, but without disparaging the 

register the students learned at home.  To accomplish this sensitive task, Zelda 

describes the difference between the Judeo-Spanish she uses at the radio and 

the Judeo-Spanish of her home, making clear that in informal contexts, she does 

not hold her Judeo-Spanish up to the same standards.  Informally, she has no 

problem incorporating words from other languages, but at the radio, this is 

“absolutely, positively” avoided:  

ani agid lakhem, sefat hadibur beladino hi’ safah shonah me’od 
mehasafah ketivah [sic], mehasafah she’ani mishtameshet bekol 
yisra’el…zo’t safah me’od gevohah, safah (.) miqSo`it, ani yoda`at 
mah.  aval hi’ safah qSat shonah memah she’anaHnu medabrim, ki 
shema’ eyn milim be`ivrit, raq `im yesh, eh, Sorekh, kemo hamilah 
‘qibuS’ weke’eleh milim shenikhnesu lasafah wezehu.  keshe’ani 
medaberet im ani lo’ moSe’t milah, ani makhnisah milah be`ivrit o 
beTurqit, wezeh lo’ mafri`a li bikhlal.  raq keshe’ani metargemet 
yedi`ah baradiyo, ani lo’ yekholah la`asot et zeh beshum ofen 
wepanim.  we’ani Srikhah lif`amim lashevet welishbor et haro’sh 
kedey leHapes maqbilah lemilah mesuyemet. 
 
I’ll tell you, spoken Ladino is a very different language from the written 
language, from the language I use at Kol Yisrael…It’s very high language, 
professional language, I don’t know.  But it’s a little different from what we 
speak, because it’s possible there aren’t words in Hebrew, unless there’s 
a, uh, need, like “kibbutz” and words like that that entered the language 
and that’s it.  When I speak, if I don’t find a word, I use one from Hebrew 
or Turkish and it doesn’t bother me at all.  Only when I’m translating a 
news item on the radio, I can’t do that under any circumstances. And 
sometimes I have to sit and “break my head” to find an equivalent for a 
particular word. 
 

Again, Zelda distinguishes between speaking and translating for the radio.  

Speaking this professional register of Judeo-Spanish means not only using a 
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standard grammar, but also not code-switching.  There are certain Hebrew words 

that have been incorporated in to Judeo-Spanish, but whenever possible, new 

Spanish-based words are created, as discussed earlier in this chapter, to fulfill 

lexical needs.  She describes the formal register of Judeo-Spanish as being “a 

little different from what we speak” (qSat shonah memah she’anaHnu 

medabrim), using the inclusive “we” to yet again include herself as part of the 

group.  Additionally, by recounting the story of “so” vs. “se”, Zelda is able to 

demonstrate to the students that she, too, is a speaker of the informal register 

and to help mitigate a potentially problematic situation.  Rather than tell them the 

language they speak is wrong, Zelda simply explains the contextual issues that 

necessitate the use of a more formal register.  Once this distinction is clear, the 

goal is to teach the students the formal register of Judeo-Spanish, thereby 

enabling them to carry the torch as they begin to play a more active role in the 

revitalization effort. 

 This focus on the “correct” way of speaking does not imply that uniformity 

of speech is the ultimate goal.  When the Judeo-Spanish folklore teacher, 

Matilda, is teaching her class, she is quick to admit that her Judeo-Spanish is 

different from that of the other teachers.  Matilda grew up in Italy speaking her 

parents’ dialect of Judeo-Spanish from Rhodes, but she was influenced by the 

Italian she spoke outside of the home.  Once in Israel, she was further influenced 

by her mother-in-law, a native of Jerusalem, and after collecting over 1200 folk 

stories from some 100 different informants, her Judeo-Spanish was influenced 
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even further by the different dialects of the language that she heard through their 

stories.  Matilda says that as a child, she and the other children would laugh at 

other dialects they heard, but today she is the tolerant of variation in others’ 

speech and rejects such judgments:  

Ma oy es impensable.  Kada dialekto de la lingua es djusto,  y es 
ligitimo.  Y si uno dize ‘chini’ en lugar de ‘plato’, ke sea.  
 
But today it’s unthinkable. Each dialect of the language is correct and 
legitimate.  And if one says ‘plate’ [Turkish influence] instead of ‘plate’ 
[Spanish influence], so be it.   
 

Matilda embraces this variation as a sign that the language is still very much 

alive and dynamic, continuing to change shape as it is used and comes in 

contact with other languages and cultures.   

Zelda and Matilda both work as newscasters for the Judeo-Spanish radio 

program, and both are involved in creating and employing a standard lexicon 

within that context.  They have different perspectives on the variation within 

Judeo-Spanish, however.  As a young woman, Zelda only knew the Judeo-

Spanish of her home, and it was not until much later that she learned that her 

way of speaking was not appropriate in formal contexts.  In contrast, Matilda 

grew up aware of different ways of speaking, but disparaged them relative to her 

own way of speaking.  Only later, through extensive exposure to numerous 

regional differences, did she realize that variation was inherently good and did 

she come to view it as an indicator of linguistic vitality.  While they both share 

their personal stories of transformation – and will continue to do so, as I recount 

later in the chapter – each leaves the students in a different place.  As the 
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grammar teacher, Zelda encourages them to adopt a standard, formal register in 

class and in other formal settings, while Matilda, who expresses fascination at 

different varieties of the same folk tale, encourages the students to embrace 

variation.  For a majority of the students, Judeo-Spanish conjures up memories 

of home, and Zelda and Matilda are careful to make sure that their classes build 

on these associations and do not cause the students to lose respect for the 

language they grew up with.   

 

Setting goals and expressing hopes 

Instructor goals: passing the torch 
 
 

The intensive Judeo-Spanish course is designed to teach the students 

about the language, their history and their written and oral culture, but it is also 

designed to help them to become active in the revitalization movement.  On the 

first morning of the course, the manager of the NAL, Aaron Cohen, tells the 

students that a majority of the Judeo-Spanish-related activities are based in 

Jerusalem and are inaccessible to many Judeo-Spanish speakers in other parts 

of the country.  He explains that the goal of the course is to prepare the them to 

organize Judeo-Spanish activities, and he expresses the hope that the students 

who live in cities outside Jerusalem will soon begin to initiate activities that cater 

to different locations and different interests.  He gives examples of last year’s 

students from Tel Aviv and Haifa have done so, and he also outlines the new 

activities that are currently in progress. 
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The evening activity on the second day, called “Personal Storytelling”, 

includes an opportunity to talk about who the participants are, their origins, and 

their connections to Judeo-Spanish, but much of the discussion is dedicated to 

demonstrating the various ways that the students can become involved in future 

Judeo-Spanish revitalization efforts.  Moshe Shaul and Matilda Koen-Sarano, two 

of the teachers and members of the Judeo-Spanish core team, begin by talking 

about where they were born and when they immigrated to Israel before 

explaining how they became active in Judeo-Spanish revitalization.  Born to a 

Turkish father and Rhodesli mother and raised in Milan, Matilda arrived in Israel 

in 1960.  In 1979, she took a course taught by Moshe Shaul that was created to 

train Judeo-Spanish broadcasters for the Kol Yisrael radio program.  Matilda 

argues that her two decades of Judeo-Spanish involvement were sparked by that 

initial “life-changing” course, and she states emphatically: Esto fue lo ke troko 

mi vida, puedo dizir (This is what changed my life, I can say).  She elaborates 

on the activities that resulted from her initial involvement, which include teaching 

Judeo-Spanish at Ben Gurion University, preparing and broadcasting the Judeo-

Spanish radio program twice a week, publishing folklore anthologies based on 

songs and stories collected over the years and organizing and participating in 

storytelling events.  Moshe follows Matilda’s statement by demonstrating the 

potential similarities between her experience in 1979 and that of this new group 

of students.  

Matilda: Esto fue lo ke troko mi vida, puedo dizir.  
This is what changed my life, I can say. 
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Moshe: Kero adjustar aki ke lo izo Matilda en el 79, 
  I want to add here that what Matilda did in 79, 
  Es mas or menos lo ke estash aziendo vozotros. 
  Is more or less what you’re all doing. 
  De manera ke muy posiblemente para algunos de  

Vozotros, 
  In that way quite possibly for some of you, 
  Tambien puede ser el punto de trokamiento. 
  It can also be the point of change. 
Matilda: Troko mi vida.  Troko mi vida. 
  It changed my life.  It changed my life. 

Just as the instructors create parallels between their linguistic experiences, 

 I used to say so → Now I say se 

 We used to make fun of different dialects → Now it’s unthinkable 

 they also parallel the transformations that led to their high level of involvement in 

Judeo-Spanish revitalization. 

 At first I did this to make a living → Now I do it to save our heritage 

 I took a course like this 20 years ago → Now I’m one of the leaders 

By creating parallels, Moshe and Matilda demonstrate to the students the various 

ways that they can follow in their footsteps and one day take control of the 

Judeo-Spanish activities.  It is interesting to contrast the frequent focus on the 

instructors’ personal involvement in the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement 

with Jaffe’s (1999:8) description of the instructor of a Corsican class she 

attended during her fieldwork: 

I know that this teacher had participated in the Corsican renaissance, but I 
do not hear any hint of her personal involvement as she speaks.  She 
presents the events dispassionately and without much editorializing. 
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The Judeo-Spanish instructors freely share their personal histories and their 

emotional ties to the language as a way of helping the students envision 

themselves playing a role in the movement. The instructors were not always 

active in Judeo-Spanish revitalization, nor was it even something they considered 

initially; their involvement gradually increased over the years, and the same, they 

hope, could happen to the students.   

After the students have gone around the circle and introduced themselves, 

Moshe and Matilda continue with specific examples of how the students can 

contribute to the revitalization of the language, such as teaching or organizing 

monthly gatherings: 

Komo mantener esta lingua? Porke el punto de este kurso no es solo 
ambezar a avlar la lingua un poko mijor, sino ke tambien a ser 
aktivos, algunos komo profesores, otros kon grupos … mil i una 
manera.  Azer kada uno lo ke puede para mantener esta lingua. 
 
How to maintain this language?  Because the point of this course is not 
only to learn to speak the language a little better, but also to become 
active, some as teachers, some with groups…a thousand and one ways.  
Everyone to do what s/he can to maintain this language. 
 

Moshe describes what he considers to be the easiest and most popular way they 

can contribute: by organizing small groups of friends, family and neighbors to get 

together every week or two and speak Judeo-Spanish.  He describes how he 

began organizing gatherings like these in 1979, as the first public Judeo-Spanish 

activities, and the group grew so quickly that they could no longer gather in 

people’s homes.  At each session, Moshe would focus on particular topics, 

asking participants, for example, how they celebrated Passover or what desserts 
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they ate growing up.  Little by little, the participants would begin to feel more 

comfortable and share their memories with the group and the ever-present tape 

recorder.  Moshe reminds them of the importance of looking for expressions or 

concepts that make the Sephardim unique and that would be of interest to a 

broad group of people: 

Lo ke estamos bushkando a rekoger es lo partikular de la kultura i 
folklor sefaradi ke munchos de mozotros ya estamos olvidando.  
Mas mos akodramos, y mas vemos ke valor tiene, no solo para 
mozotros, para todos los ke se interesan de la kultura espanyola.  
Tenemos el deseo ke esta lingua no desaparezka. 
 
What we’re looking to collect is what is particular to Sephardic culture and 
folklore that many of us are already forgetting.  The more we remember, 
and the more we see the value it has, not only for us, for all those 
interested in Spanish culture.  We have the desire that this language not 
disappear. 
 

Even though the students are still at the early stages of their involvement, Moshe 

provides them with concrete advice for how to successfully get people involved in 

these activities and make them productive, and he highlights the importance of 

maintaining a focused topic during the sessions and limiting the number of 

participants so that all can contribute, porke lo ke kere azer la djente es kontar 

(because what the people want to do is to tell [stories]).   

Moshe’s stress on the value of Sephardic language to a broader group of 

people – no solo para mozotros, para todos los ke se interesan de la kultura 

espanyola (not just for us, for all those interested in Spanish culture) – is one of 

many attempts throughout the course to shift the focus away from the students’ 

personal interests and instead focus on the broader applications of Judeo-
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Spanish.  The organizers struggle to balance their goals of training language 

activists to take over the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement with the 

students’ own goals.  Through examining the students’ comments, as I do below, 

we see that organizing such activities and gaining widespread interest in Judeo-

Spanish is not what motivates their participation in the course – at least not 

initially.  They all want to learn Judeo-Spanish, but for many of them, the 

language is primarily a vehicle for reconnecting with people and places from the 

past. 

 

Student goals: giving vs. getting  

During the Personal Storytelling activity, the students follow Moshe and 

Matilda’s example by introducing themselves to the group, describing their 

families’ origins and briefly explaining their past and current involvement, if any, 

in Judeo-Spanish.  Not all are comfortable and/or fluent Judeo-Spanish 

speakers, and a few students, particularly those who haven’t spoken Judeo-

Spanish since childhood, are simply too insecure to speak Judeo-Spanish in front 

of the group, and they instead speak in Hebrew.  Of those that choose Judeo-

Spanish, their introductions are marked by hesitations, interference  from Modern 

Spanish, code-switching and innovations.  Because the goal of the evening is not 

to learn Judeo-Spanish, but discuss their connection to it, the organizers and 

students listen patiently to the often-halting introductions, offering occasional 

translations when necessary.  Corrections are much more limited than earlier in 
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the day, during classroom lessons, since this is not an explicitly linguistic 

exercise.  In this section, I purposely choose examples from the students’ speech 

that both express their motivations for participating in the course and highlight the 

types of linguistic errors characteristic of their speech.   I want the reader to have 

a feel for the students’ fluency levels and the strategies they use to express 

themselves, but more important to this section is what their statements say about 

their relationship and experiences with Judeo-Spanish and their goals for the 

course. 

Despite the focus on the content, rather than form, of the students’ talk, 

the one mistake that both students and teachers jump unhesitatingly to correct is 

the interference of Modern Spanish.  The conflation of Judeo-Spanish and 

Modern Spanish is one of the most frequent pitfalls among this group, in 

particular among those who have been exposed to Modern Spanish through 

travel, language classes, television and Spanish-speaking immigrants.  One 

student, for example, explains that she has been traveling to Mexico during the 

past ten years and speaking Castilian Spanish, and she hopes to return to now 

Judeo-Spanish.  She uses the Modern Spanish regresar (to return), rather 

than the Judeo-Spanish tornar, and she is immediately corrected by Matilda.  

Another student describes her family’s comfortable existence in a town near 

Izmir, Turkey, which they had to sacrifice in order to immigrate to Israel in 1949.  

They left everything behind to begin their lives in Israel, all the while maintaining 
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the Sephardic traditions they had practiced in Turkey.  These traditions, she 

says, are what she wants to continue now with her daughters: 

Diana:  Kontiniaron toda la tradision de espanyol, de ladino. 
 They continued all the tradition of Spanish, of Ladino. 
 Y mi kaza se usan toda las kozas ke, 
 And in my house all the things are used, 
 Komo uzaban ayi en la Turkia.  

Like they used there in Turkey. 
Y yo lo adapti esto,  

 And I adopted this,  
 Y me aze una un sentimiento muy profundo. 
 And it give me a very deep feeling. 
 Y lo kero azer,  
 And I want to do it, 
 Lo kero kontiniar kon mis hijas. 

I want to continue it with my daughters.   
Matilda: I:[jas. 
  Daughters. 
Student   [Ijas 
     Daughters. 
  

She is cut off by the teachers and students, who interrupt to correct her modern 

Spanish hijas, rather than the Judeo-Spanish ijas. As described in Chapter 2, 

the phonetic distinction between [š], [ž] and      , all of which have simplified in 

Modern Spanish into [x], is one of the most obvious points of distinction between 

Judeo-Spanish and Modern Spanish.  As a result, it is guarded perhaps more 

jealously than any other distinction.  Its absence is an obvious marker of Modern 

Spanish interference, but it is also a convenient way for non-Judeo-Spanish 

speakers, like this researcher, to attempt to blend in and “Judeo-Hispanicize” 

their speech.  The insistence on maintaining the distinction is ideologically 

motivated; because Spanish is used as the base language for standardization 
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and lexical innovations, it is essential that Judeo-Spanish not be subsumed 

entirely by Spanish and lose its unique character.   

The students in this course are there largely for the purposes of 

connecting with the past by learning Judeo-Spanish.  They are aware of the 

grammatical and lexical limits of their Judeo-Spanish, and while some are initially 

too insecure to speak, those who do speak are open to corrections.  In contrast, 

Jaffe notes that many of the students of Corsican were “paralyzed” by the fear of 

the peers’ judgments about their mistakes and the potential French influence in 

their Corsican speech.  She suggests: 

By declaring a Corsican Studies major, students had expressed their will 
to connect with their Corsicanness, and had made a claim on cultural 
authenticity.  Their struggles with the language in the first year class, 
however, reminded them that they had to learn the mother tongue that 
they “ought” to know naturally (1999:8).    
 

The mistakes that are part of learning a language, she argues, “risked being 

culturally inauthenticating ones” (1999:8).  For the students of Judeo-Spanish, 

fluency in the language is no longer expected of them as Sephardim, and as a 

result, they feel less pressure to speak it well.  In fact, going out of their way to 

learn Judeo-Spanish as adults is seen as a sign of commitment to their 

Sephardic identity.  In addition, given that Judeo-Spanish has a long history of 

external linguistic influence, and that even the most active people in the 

revitalization movement will utilize a variety of linguistic resources to express 

themselves, the students are also less concerned that their mistakes would be 

viewed as locally inauthentic – including code-switching to Hebrew. 
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The students often rely on Hebrew to substitute for items their 

vocabularies lack, a type of code-switching that Zentella refers to as “crutching” 

(1997:98).  When the students request assistance or translation, Matilda or 

Moshe readily supply the necessary word, but in informal contexts such as this, 

Hebrew loans and code-switching are tolerated.  Malka does both – explicitly 

requesting a translation and code-switching – and in addition, invents her own 

words where her vocabulary fails.  She describes how Yitzhak Navon’s musical 

Romancero Sefaradi triggered her interest in Judeo-Spanish, and she has since 

begun searching for her roots in Turkey:  

Malka:  Solo kuando vide el Romancero Sefaradi,  
  Only when I saw Romancero Sefaradi 

Me=‘hizda`za`ti’ eykh omrim?  
 I=”to be shocked” how do you say?  

Matilda: Te dio un shock. 
  It gave you a shock. 
Malk:   Zo’t omeret (.) me trusho a ver,  
  That is (.) it brought me to see, 

Konoser (.) ver los= eykh omrim 
  To know (.) to see the=how do you say? 
Students: Las raises. 
  The roots. 
Malka:  I ampesi a interesarme.   
  And I started to get interested 

Me fui a turkia, bushki los rutes,  
I went to Turkey, I looked for my roots 
Tengo ayi dainda famiya.   
I still have family there. 
I aki lo ke pude, meldi,  
And here what I can, I read 
I ‘nisiti’ aich omrim?   

 And “I try” how do you say? 
Aprovi? a saver mas. 
I tried? to know more. 

Matilda:  Bushki. 
  I searched. 
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Malka:  Y este kurso para mi es komo livdok,  
And this course for me is like to check,  
Ver ken so yo. 
To see who I am. 

  
Like most Israelis, these students are very familiar with English, and the 

abundance of Latin stems in English helps them understand many Judeo-

Spanish words that they have never heard as well as create ones they have 

never said.  Their reliance on English, however, can lead them to overgeneralize 

and incorrectly invent Judeo-Spanish words that do not exist.  When Malka 

describes her quest to discover her roots after seeing the musical, even though 

the students and instructors had just provided her the word raises (roots), she 

creates her own version in the following sentence, based on the English word for 

roots: 

Malka:  Me fui a Turkia, bushki los rutes, 
  I went to Turkey, I looked for roots (raises),  

 
A few lines later, unsure how to complete her thought in Judeo-Spanish, she first 

code-switches to the Hebrew livdok (to check) before settling for the less-

nuanced Judeo-Spanish word ver (to see).   

It is not uncommon for the students to settle for a related, though inexact, 

equivalent of the word they are looking for.  For example, during a break between 

classes, Penina is describing her father’s approach to life and similarly settles for 

a less grammatically complex Judeo-Spanish expression than the one she uses 

in Hebrew.  She is speaking Judeo-Spanish, but quickly realizes that she can 

express herself better in Hebrew.  She therefore switches to Hebrew to recall her 
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father’s life philosophy before going back and attempting to rephrase it in Judeo-

Spanish: 

Penina: El disho, “La vida no es una, em,  
He said, “Life is not a, um 
haHayyim hem lo’ (.) davar patuaH.   
Life is not an (.) open thing. 

 hem, Hayav lehipataH.” 
It (.) has to be opened.” 
No es una koza abierta.   
It’s not an open thing. 

 Tu la abres.   
You open it. 

Unable to produce the passive structure “It has to be opened” in Judeo-Spanish, 

Penina translates this statement as the active “You open it”.  She manages to get 

her point across in both languages, despite having to rely on a less nuanced, 

less complex Judeo-Spanish construction. 

 Again, my purpose here is not to highlight the errors, but to provide a 

sense of the speaking-level of the students and, more importantly, to discuss 

what these statements tell us about the motivations behind the students’ 

participation in the course and their relationship to Judeo-Spanish in general.  

Despite their level of fluency, the students talk about a desire to return to or 

recapture the past: their families, their roots and their traditions.  The joke that 

Vitali, the Sephardic comedian referenced in the first chapter (who, 

coincidentally, was a student in this class the first year), told about Judeo-

Spanish being a “travel agency” is no laughing matter for these students.  Judeo-

Spanish is a concrete tool that allows them to travel back to different places and 

times in their personal history, all the while creating a sense of continuity into the 
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present.  For a number of students, the loss of a loved one is what triggers the 

desire to bring a bit of the past into their current lives.  In the following example, a 

student describes the relationship between Judeo-Spanish and his memories of 

his grandmother: 

Yehuda: Mi vava avlava muncho la lengua ladino, 
  My grandmother spoke the Ladino language a lot, 
  Y mozotros amabamos la lengua. 
  And we loved the language. 
  Y kuando se fue del mundo la lengua desaparesio. (2.0) 
  And she left the world the language disappeared. 
  Lo ke pasa es ke tengo las raizes ke keren tornar a esta  

kultura. 
What happens is I have roots that want to return to this 
culture. 
 

Yehuda’s Judeo-Spanish shows signs of Modern Spanish influence, in particular 

his use of lengua (MSp language) rather than the Judeo-Spanish lingua.  Yet 

again, like so many others, his interest in Judeo-Spanish centers around a desire 

to recapture an element of his past, and language is seen as a conduit for doing 

so.  Another student stands up and shares his memories of his late mother’s 

shiv’ah (traditional seven-day mourning period) a few months earlier.  Sitting 

with older members of her family telling stories of his mother and grandparents 

and traditional konsejas (folktales), he describes how the days set aside for 

mourning soon became days of laughter at the memories of his family and the 

Judeo-Spanish stories they used to tell. Following the shiv’ah, he told his 

neighbor that he wanted to honor his mother’s memory by studying Judeo-

Spanish.  They soon discovered that a course would be offered in August, and 

the two enrolled in the course immediately. 
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 In marked contrast to these comments, Ruth describes to me in English 

the following day how her connection to Judeo-Spanish and motivation for 

enrolling in the course differs from that of the other students.  Unlike the others, 

she has continued speaking Judeo-Spanish to this day with her family; as a 

result, she doesn’t feel the ga`agu`im (longings) that the others feel when they 

hear the language for the first time in years, if not decades: 

For me you know I love very much the course, but I don’t share the same 
kind of feeling the others have, that this is going back to their roots.  Why?  
Because they heard it when they went to visit their grandmother, or 
whenever they spoke with their aunts and with me, it was a living 
language, you know, it’s like saying I feel you know ga`agu`im (longings) 
for Hebrew.  I don’t feel ga`agu`im for Ladino, the way I don’t feel 
ga`agu`im for Hebrew, because it was really natural.  It was my mother 
tongue… So, and I never stopped speaking actually, because I still go on 
speaking with my parents…So, um, when I come to this course, it’s 
regaining it again as a spoken language of everyday.   
 

The ga`agu`im Ruth talks about but denies having are exactly what underlies 

much of the students’ motivation for enrolling in this course: a reconnection with 

the past and their particular ethnolinguistic identity.  For Ruth, Judeo-Spanish 

has accompanied her into the present alongside Hebrew, and she does not long 

for what she currently has.  In contrast, for the other students, Judeo-Spanish 

was left behind with their childhood or with particular family members in their 

past, and they long to bring elements of that past into the present.  Interestingly, 

what they are trying to recapture now is exactly what many so actively sought to 

disassociate themselves from in their youth.  The students are aware of this 

contradiction, and the issue of verguenza (shame) is discussed as they reflect 

on Judeo-Spanish and their childhood.  I will now turn to the classroom itself 
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before examining the students’ personal experiences with the language, 

describing the shift from feelings of shame to feelings of nostalgia, from active 

attempts to separate themselves from the language to current attempts to 

reconnect with it and all of its associations. 

 

Approximating the Sabra image 

 The students in the course, for the most part, were young children during 

the early years of statehood.  Some were born in Israel, while others immigrated 

as young children.  For those who immigrated, they were immediately faced with 

the pressure to leave behind their Diaspora languages and cultures and to 

conform to the image of the Sabra, a native-born Israeli exemplified by the image 

in the Melting Pot poster described in Chapter 2.  Tamar Katriel suggests that 

this “negation of the Diaspora” mentality manifested itself in the Israeli Jew doing 

everything possible to be the opposite of the Diaspora Jew.  “In communicative 

terms”, she notes, “this implied the rejection of ways of speaking associated with 

European genteel culture and Jewish Diaspora life in particular” (Katriel 

1986:17).  In an interview during a break between classes, Ruth offers her own 

perspective on the hierarchization of Israeli and Diaspora cultures and  

what was required for new immigrants to fit into the Israeli mold: 

Because you must understand that in the years they came to Israel, 
everyone had to be Israeli.  And those who came from the exile, from the 
Diaspora, they were looked as, you know, um, inferior, although they 
came with great culture and things like that.  But they were not Israelis.  
What is to be Israeli: to be rough, to go working, to speak Hebrew, to sing 
songs, Israeli songs, and things like that, and those who came from a very 



 133

bourgeois culture, they found no place here.  I mean, if you spoke a 
different language it meant that you were not Israeli, that you were from 
the Diaspora.  And you were inferior, and everybody wanted to become 
Israeli.    
 

Not being able or willing to conform to Israeli norms perpetuated an outsider, or 

inferior, status.  In order draw less attention to the ways in which they were 

different from Sabras, immigrants often changed their names upon arriving to 

Israel.  As Katriel argues, “The name change was the first step in the process of 

self-transformation, which was marked by a persistent pressure to model oneself 

on what seemed to be the unattainable figure of the Sabra” (1986:20).  Whether 

an attempt at true self-transformation or merely an external attempt to blend in, 

name changes are frequent in situations of immigration and increased 

nationalism.  For example, Sabar (2003:224) notes that the loss of prestige of 

Neo-Aramaic during the rise of Arab nationalism in Iraq led Jewish and Christian 

speakers to abandon their traditional names in favor of Arabic or European ones. 

Many of the students underwent name changes, and they note this in a 

matter-of-fact way as they take turns introducing themselves.   

Example 1 
 
Penina:  Me yamo Penina.   

 My name is Pearl. 
Me trokaron el nombre ke es Perla.   
They changed my name that is Perla. 

All:   ((laughter)) 
 
Penina doesn’t specify who “they” are that changed her name, but given that she 

was born in Israel, my assumption is that it was her teachers at school who 

suggested a more Israeli name.  Even though she refers to herself now as 
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Penina, she states that her name is Perla:  Me trokaron el nombre ke es Perla 

(They changed my name that is Perla.) 

Example 2 
 
Sima:  Yo me yamo Sima.   
  My name is Sima. 

En spanyol me yamo Selma.   
In [Judeo-] Spanish my name is Selma. 
En turko [me yamo Sinuyro. 

  In Turkish [my name is Sinuyro. 
All:        [((laughter)) 

 
In Example 2, Sima provides all three of her names, also using the present 

tense, each encapsulating part of her current identity as Israeli, Sephardic and 

Turkish.  While the students laugh when Penina mentions her name change, they 

laugh even more as Sima’s list grows.  Why laughter?  Perhaps because it is 

such a familiar story.  Perhaps because they can empathize with the transitions 

that were imposed up them as new immigrants or even as native-born Israelis, 

and laughter is one way of aligning themselves with speakers.  Perhaps they 

laugh because of the absurdity of having to change one’s name in the process of 

“self-transformation” noted by Katriel in order to not feel like an outsider.   

Example 3 
 
Malka:  Yo me yamo Malka, 
  My name is Malka (queen), 

Ama el nombre ke iva a tener era Sultana.   
But I was going to be named Sultana (Sultan’s wife). 

All:   ((laughter)) 
Zelda:  Shhhh. 
Malka:  Ama mis parientes disheron ke no puede ser en Israel (.) 
  But my parents said that there can’t be in Israel 

Este modo de nombre. 
  That type of name. 
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Malka, in Example 3, is the first one to acknowledge the who and why of her 

name change.  Her parents categorically dismissed the possibility of using a 

Turkish name in Israel, and they gave her the closest equivalent to Sultana 

(“Sultan’s wife”) as Hebrew could accommodate.  Of course, adopting a Hebrew 

name was only a first step to becoming Israeli.  Speaking Hebrew, and actively 

avoiding speaking Diaspora languages, was one of the most important ways of 

making the transformation into an Israeli.   

 
 
Embarrassment and Shame 

Most of the students’ experiences with Judeo-Spanish were limited to their 

childhood during the early years of statehood, with very little continuity into their 

adult lives.  They were exposed early on to the dominant ideologies that 

supported Hebrew to the exclusion of Diaspora languages.  These ideologies 

were made apparent both explicitly, through schools, youth groups and public 

slogans (e.g. “Jew: Speak Hebrew!”), as well as implicitly, through speaking 

practices.  Yet language ideologies are also competing and contradictory 

(Woolard and Schieffelin 1994:71).  As children, the students learned from their 

teachers that their language did not belong and from their parents that it was a 

jargon, but at the same time it was the language of their homes and of many of 

their earliest and fondest memories.  It is therefore no surprise that the students, 

as adults, come to the Judeo-Spanish course with a variety of feelings and 

associations toward their language, their culture and their families.  David, a 
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psychotherapist in the class, discusses the emotions, memories and pain that 

Judeo-Spanish evokes, and he suggests jokingly, but with an undercurrent of 

truth, that the course be renamed “Ladino Course and One Hundred Hours of 

Psychotherapy”.   

 Such mixed messages surrounding language and culture are common in 

minority language communities.  Among the Maya, increased contact with the 

non-Mayan population, who typically regard Mayan languages and cultures as 

“defective” (England 1999:103), has led young Mayas to internalize these 

evaluations, “as seen in the sense of shame that often prevents young Kaqchikel 

speakers from speaking the language publicly” (Garzon, Brown, Richards and 

Ajpub’ 1998:193).  Many Native Americans are uncomfortable, if not afraid, of 

learning their traditional languages, as they are “plagued and haunted with 

anxieties, insecurities, and hesitations about the value of their indigenous 

language and culture” (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1999:63).  For the 

Sephardim, a combination of national ideologies, peer pressure and low prestige 

created a context for feeling embarrassed of their Sephardic heritage and of 

speaking Judeo-Spanish.  The fact that the National Authority for Ladino now 

exists makes the study of Judeo-Spanish language and culture legitimate, but it 

is a complicated and often painful process to undue years of education to the 

contrary and to help the students develop and strengthen their identity as 

Sephardim. 
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Difference through language 

 The first time feelings of embarrassment were discussed was on the fourth 

day of the five-day course.  Zelda, the Judeo-Spanish language teacher, is 

reviewing family terminology for the day’s lesson.  Although the words tio (uncle) 

and tia (aunt) are listed in the text, she says that in Istanbul, Sephardim used 

French family address terms instead.  Those who used tio and tia, she explains, 

were los ke no savian avlar (those that didn’t know how to speak).  She begins 

to describe how members of the Jewish community in Turkey often spoke in 

French, due largely to the prevalence of the French Alliance schools, to the 

extent that even those that couldn’t read and write, she says, would insert French 

words into their Judeo-Spanish to appear more educated or as members of a 

higher class.  Because Zelda’s grandmother spoke only Turkish and Judeo-

Spanish, the family spoke Judeo-Spanish at home, rather than French.  Yet 

Zelda tells the students that as she got older, she began to feel ashamed to 

speak Judeo-Spanish.  Throughout the course, the students frequently share 

personal experiences and memories with the language, but it is not until Zelda 

confesses feeling ashamed to speak Judeo-Spanish as a teenager that the 

students feel comfortable discussing their own ambivalence toward the language 

as children.  She tells the students that as she got older, she began to feel 

ashamed to speak Judeo-Spanish.  Reflecting back on her shame now evokes 

embarrassment, but it sparks questions and follow-on stories of similar feelings 

from the students: 
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Sara:  T’avergonsates? 
  Were you ashamed? 
Zelda:  No kishe avlar.   
  I didn’t want (refused) to talk. 

No kero dizir una palavra, 
I don’t want to say a word 

  mamash mitbayeshet lehagid. 
I’m so embarrassed to say 

    Estava averguenzando de avlar. 
I was becoming ashamed to speak [Judeo-Spanish] 

Tilly:  Mozotros tambien. 
  Us too. 
Students: ((voice agreement, all talk at once)) 

 
Although hesitant at first to answer Sara’s question, Zelda admits that she was 

ashamed to speak Judeo-Spanish as a teenager in Turkey.  She has been 

addressing the students in Judeo-Spanish, but she code switches to Hebrew to 

express her current embarrassment.  She then returns to Judeo-Spanish to 

describe the shame she used to feel: Estava avergonzando de avlar (I was 

becoming ashamed to speak [Judeo-Spanish]).  This admission of shame – in 

particular by one so involved in Judeo-Spanish revitalization – opens the door for 

the students to admit having had similar feelings and experiences growing up in 

Israel.  Zelda’s embarrassment is acknowledged outwardly by Tilly, who 

suggests that they all felt the same way: mozotros tambien (we were [ashamed] 

too).  The other students voice their agreement as Zelda continues: 

Zelda:  En Istanbul los ke solo savian avlar en Ladino,  
  In Istanbul those that only knew how to speak in Ladino, 
     Y no savian otras lenguas eran la gente ke era menos (.) 
  And didn’t know other languages were people that were less, 
  Eh, (.) 
  Uh, 
Moris:  Povres. 
  Poor 
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Zelda:  No dizia ansina, 
  They didn’t say it like that 

   Komo dizian, una klasa mas basha. 
  Like she said, a lower class 

Y komo era dainda muy djoven,  
And since I was still very young 
No puedia saver ke ay una hiarchia, 
I couldn’t know that there is a hierarchy 
Y ke esto no era una kosa djusta. 
And that this wasn’t a fair thing. 

Moris, who himself grew up in Istanbul, confirms the stereotype of monolingual 

Judeo-Spanish speakers in Istanbul by offering Zelda the word povres5, (poor), 

when she hesitates in her description.  Instead, she rejects that assessment and 

searches for the more common and polite way that these people were referred to 

at the time: una klasa mas basha (a lower class).  Because Jews in Istanbul 

typically learned French in school, a Jew who didn’t know French was considered 

uneducated, poor, or, as Zelda describes, “of a lower class”.  The choice to 

speak French, or at least pepper one’s Judeo-Spanish with French, is related, as 

Gal (1978:15) argues, to the social meanings of languages and the ways of life 

each language symbolizes.  

Zelda was very young when first exposed to this linguistic hierarchy, and 

its influence shaped her early attitudes toward Judeo-Spanish and its speakers.  

In fact, she argues that were she still living in Istanbul, she certainly would not be 

speaking Judeo-Spanish today.  The activities of the last twenty years of her life 

in Israel, however, have worked to modify those attitudes.  Whereas for Moshe, it 
                                                 
5 It should be noted that povres is not Judeo-Spanish, but rather a Judeo-Spanish pronunciation of the 
Modern Spanish pobres.  The word for “poor” changed to proves through the process of metathesis 
common in Judeo-Spanish.  Other examples of this are vedre instead of verde, godro instead of gordo, 
ablates instead of hablaste. 
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was Zionist fervor that initially led him to shun Judeo-Spanish, for Zelda it was 

embarrassment.  But sharing these personal stories of transformation with the 

students demonstrates the process and possibility of reevaluating Judeo-Spanish 

as a language worthy of revitalization efforts.  This is a process Moshe and Zelda 

both went through, and one they hope others will go through as they strengthen 

their ties to Judeo-Spanish and Sephardic culture. 

The students continue to speak at once, anxious to share their feelings 

and experiences within the Israeli context, a more complex context than Turkey 

because it involves more than a question of class.  Within the Sephardic 

community of Turkey, language choice was about class differentiation, and 

speaking French rather than Judeo-Spanish indexed speakers as members of 

the higher, more educated and wealthy class.  Yet as integrated into the 

mainstream as they may have been, the Jews in Turkey were outsiders by 

definition and could never hope to actually become Turkish.  In contrast, 

language choice in Israel was directly related to becoming Israeli – something 

that all Jewish immigrants were theoretically capable of doing as they shed their 

Diaspora languages and customs.   

Ruth links Zelda’s embarrassment about speaking Judeo-Spanish, based 

on issues of class and education, to the issue of being Israeli – or being 

considered Israeli by others.  Speaking languages other than Hebrew, especially 

in public, was an obstacle to attaining that goal, as it drew attention to one’s 
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status as outsider.  She argues that this pressure to demonstrate an Israeli 

identity extended to children of other languages as well:   

Zelda, lo ke estas kontando tu, kontan tambien las kriaturas de 
Israel, ke kontavan sovre su famiyas.  De famiyas savian lenguas 
ekstranyeras.  No solo el Ladino sino tambien otras linguas.  Y en 
saver avlar esta lingua, no eras de aki.  Avlando esta lingua, no eras 
israeliano. 
 
Zelda, what you’re saying, kids from Israel say too, that they would say 
about their families.  From [their] families they knew foreign languages.  
Not just Ladino but other languages too.  And by knowing how to speak 
this language, you weren’t from here.  Speaking this language, you 
weren’t Israeli. 

 
Unlike the situation in Turkey, where language was a barrier to class, Ruth 

argues that in Israel, language functioned as a barrier to nationality and Israeli 

identity.  Growing up in the that era, the students shunned Judeo-Spanish as 

they tried to embrace the ideology that created the nation.  They were 

embarrassed to speak Judeo-Spanish with their families in public and would work 

on their accent and handwriting to erase any lingering signs of being an 

immigrant, as Ruth describes between classes:  

My accent was very Israeli.  If you saw my handwriting, I have a perfect 
handwriting with no mistakes in writing, and people say it’s because I was 
a child of immigrants and I wanted so much to show that I integrated the 
language and I wanted to be a very good pupil.  Anyway, I had no accent 
because I came very young.  I was in kindergarten and my surroundings, 
my friends spoke Hebrew.   
 

The students were young children during this era of state-building, influenced by 

the messages they heard from schools and friends to adopt Hebrew and forget 

their cultural traditions.  As adults, however, they regret these choices, as Sara 

describes:  
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My famiya es de Turkia y uzavamos avlar en kaza.  Ma mis dos 
ermanos y yo siempre pesabamos ke necesitamos avlar solamente 
evreo.  Ahora lo regreto muncho.   
  
My family is from Turkey, and we used to speak Ladino at home.  But my 
two brothers and I always thought that we needed to speak only Hebrew.  
Now I regret it a lot. 
 

Rather than lament decisions and choices of the past, the students now actively 

participate in changing the present and future by learning about their language 

and their history. 

 

Difference through dress 

Among the efforts necessary to blend into Israeli society was modifying 

the customs that immigrants brought with them from their home country – 

specifically clothing, a very outward manifestation of difference.  Even before 

opening one’s mouth to reveal an non-Israeli accent, wearing Diaspora-style 

clothes was an immediate signal of being an outsider.   When the topic of 

clothing is raised in class, it sparks contributions from many of the students, as 

well as from Zelda herself.  Zelda describes her experience and shock upon first 

arriving in Israel.  Turkish Jews dressed more formally than Israelis, and by 

wearing in Israel what was common in Istanbul, Zelda felt out of place.   She 

describes her discomfort and the feeling that she was showing off, sheani 

mitnasa (that I was being haughty/boasting), when she wore her typical clothes 

and recalls the “shock” she felt seeing sandals at a wedding: ani pashuT lo’ 

yakholti lisbol et zeh (I just couldn’t take it).  Tilly similarly remarks that when 
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she arrived in Tel Aviv from Milan, Italy, she put aside her European clothes: 

gam ‘ani samti beSad habegedim hayefim sheheveti meitalia vehistovavti 

beSura aHer [sic] (I also put aside the nice close I brought from Italy and went 

around in a different way).  

Zelda further illustrates the difference in dress norms later in the class, 

when she recounts her grandmother’s arrival in Israeli after the Independence 

War in 1948.  Her grandmother emerged from her son’s home on her first 

Sabbath in Jerusalem, dressed in a fine dress, gloves and a hat with plumes, 

rather than the very simple Sabbath clothing typical of Israeli women of that era.  

The neighbors approached her daughter-in-law and asked in amazement if they 

were hosting a princess.   

Not only did immigrants have to contend with a different level of formality 

in dress, but a very different aesthetic as well.  In contrast to the simple clothes of 

the Sabra, as exemplified in “The Melting Pot” poster (khaki pants, cotton shirt, 

sandals), what was considered dressy on immigrant standards was not only too 

formal, but also considered garish.  Miki, another student in the class, arrived 

with her family from Turkey as an infant, and she describes the embarrassment 

she felt during her first grade class photo.  She recalls in halting Judeo-Spanish 

the dress her mother chose for her, turning to English when she cannot 

remember the word for “yellow”: Y eya me vistio, (2.0) en un fustan yellow (And 

she dressed me (2.0) in a yellow dress).  During her pause, the students laugh 

empathetically and Miki sticks out her tongue at the memory of the yellow dress 
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with apron and matching bow that her mother chose for her.  Her outfit was so 

gaudy on Israeli standards that when the teacher saw Miki, she told her to go 

home and change.  The yellow dress was her nicest outfit, and because she lived 

far away, so she stayed.  Her humiliation increased when she was made to sit on 

the bare ground in order to allow another student to keep her dress clean by 

standing in Miki’s place. 

I have already referenced the “The Melting Pot” poster that depicts Jews 

of different origins dress being poured into a machine and spit out looking like 

Sabras.  This poster hangs on the wall next to Miki as she recounts her story – 

laughable now but embarrassing at the time.  Miki’s desire to blend in and her 

shame at being mocked were not ideologically motivated and had nothing do to 

with Israeli nationalism, unity and identity; she was just a shy first-grader in a 

foreign place.  For the children who immigrated or were children of immigrants, 

negation of the Diaspora was not a conscious ideal, but rather a practical effort 

on a very local level to make friends and fit in.  For Sephardim of all ages, as well 

as others who immigrated to Israel in the late 40s and 50s, passage through the 

melting pot was frequently an uncomfortable process that lasted years.  

Reversing this process often takes even longer, and Zelda accommodates the 

students’ need to talk about their own experiences with Judeo-Spanish, both 

good and bad, as they work together to reevaluate their past in light of the more 

pluralistic attitudes of the present.   
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Future perspectives 

From shame to nostalgia  

 Judeo-Spanish, which for years was an embarrassment to many, has 

decades later become the most tangible way of reconnecting with the past.  This 

connection is now a source of pride, perhaps enhanced by the element of choice, 

made by those who have nothing left to prove, to themselves or others, about 

their identity as Israelis and their commitment to their nation.  They are fluent 

Hebrew speakers, most have served in the army, and they have created a new 

generation of Sabras.  Few of the students’ children speak or understand Judeo-

Spanish beyond food terms and a handful of expressions, and in retrospect many 

of the students regret not having done more to ensure the language’s survival 

and their children’s connection to it.  They are aware that more is being lost than 

just the language, and throughout the course, they express these feelings 

through statements such as: Para mi, el ladino no es una lingua.  Es una 

manera de vivir.  Es un mundo entero (For me, Ladino is not a language.  It’s 

a way of life.  It’s a whole world). 

Fishman’s (1994:87) contention that language loyalty movements render 

conscious the associations between language, family, values and traditions is 

supported by the outpouring of metalinguistic statements at the conclusion of the 

course.  The week was spent reactivating those connections through 

conversations, stories and songs, and on the last day of the course, during the 

final feedback session, the students are triggered to articulate them.  As the 
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students go around the room providing their impressions of the course and 

suggestions for improvement, they mention the emotions stirred up by their 

participation in the course and the group, and their reconnection with Judeo-

Spanish:  

Kon el ladino, spanyol, kada vez me akodro de mi mama, y es una 
koza maraviyoza. 
 
With Ladino, Spanyol, each time I remember my mother, and it’s a 
marvelous thing. 
 
Me yeva atras a la juventud, al tiempo ke era yo chika, ke era ninya, 
y toda la tradision de mi famiya, ke era muy fuerte sovre el ladino y la 
tradision sefaradi. Entonses kuando esto aki, todas las memorias me 
suven i me azen una koza muy muy emosional. 
 
It takes me back to my childhood, to the time I was a girl, that I was a girl, 
and all the tradition of my family, that was very strong about Ladino and 
Sephardic tradition.  So when I’m here, all the memories come up and 
they do something very very emotional to me. 
 

The Judeo-Spanish world and way of life that the students have managed to 

access through this course have disappeared, but through speaking and hearing 

the language, they are brought back to the people and places in their past that 

they most closely associate with the language.   

As more students reflect on the memories triggered by the week of Judeo-

Spanish, the door is opened for the group to examine the role of nostalgia in the 

course in particular and in the broader revitalization movement in general.  

Throughout the week, there were many nostalgic references, but this is the first 

time that the students and organizers explicitly debated the role of nostalgia 

within the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement.  One student working on an 
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advanced degree in Judeo-Spanish, herself an Ashkenazi married to a Sephardi, 

rejects the validity of nostalgia in the classroom context altogether.  She views 

the students’ frequent personal tangents in class as inappropriate and a waste of 

valuable class time – time that could be spent on more legitimate topics: 

Sarikh latet lamarSim lo’mar et shelahem weyoter lishmo`a welehorid 
et haminun shel hanosTalgiah shel “komo estuvo onde mozotros”. 
zeh me’od neHmad wezeh me’od meragesh, aval Haval leda`ati 
bemisgeret kezo’t meSumSemet shel zeman, lebazbez bezeh zeman.   

  
You have to let the lectures say their part and listen more and lower the 
nostalgic dose of “how it was in our family”.  It’s very nice and it’s very 
moving, but it’s a shame in my opinion in such a limited time frame as this 
to waste time on it. 
 

While she doesn’t reject such reminiscing altogether, she argues that students’ 

personal stories are more appropriately discussed outside of class. Other 

students challenge her with their contention that it is impossible to separate the 

language from the way of life it represents, that Judeo-Spanish is a whole world 

of food, family and traditions that must be acknowledged and taught together as 

an integral part of what the language is, and what it represents for its speakers.  

In direct response to her comment, another student asserts that a purely 

academic approach to the language won’t catch on and attract more students:  

ani ba’ti leka’n biglal hanosTalgiah shel hasafah.  ani lo’ Hoshev 
shehaqurs  
hazeh yakhol laSet qadimah welehipataH la`olam te’oreTi bilvad.  
 
I came here out of nostalgia for the language. I don’t think this course can 
go forward and open up to just a theoretical world. 
 
Yet it’s in that objective world, according to Avner, of the Maale Adumim 

Institute and literature teacher, that the students can have the most influence.  
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He argues that nostalgia is not enough and directs the students’ attention to their 

potential influence on those outside the group: 

ani `aSmi eyneni ba’ el haladino lo’ mitokh nosTalgiah welo’ mitokh 
ga`gu`im… ani `omed `al sheli shehagal zeh shel nosTalgiah hu’ 
yigamer yom eHad… gam Sar me’od yihyeh li im anashim 
sheyoshvim ka’n shyesh lahem poTenSiy’al mesuyam yashqi`u et 
kulo raq ba`inyan hazeh hanoge`a banosTalgiah o laHomarim 
qerovim… mi shenimSa' meHuS laHug hazeh, qasheh yihyeh 
lehadbiq oto baga`agu`im shelanu 

 
I myself am not coming to Ladino because of nostalgia and not because of 
longing…. I insist that this wave of nostalgia will end someday… Also, I 
will be very sad if people sitting here, who have certain potential, will 
invest it all only in the matter relating to nostalgia or similar 
materials…Whoever is outside this group, it will be hard to infect him with 
our longings. 
   

On the first day of the course, Avner had openly discussed his attitudes toward 

nostalgia and urged the students to go beyond what they remember from their 

childhood.  He argues that the value they place on Judeo-Spanish songs and 

folktales carries the risk of ignoring the rich Judeo-Spanish literary tradition – a 

tradition with enough objective value to attract outside interest and help propel 

the Judeo-Spanish movement forward, rather than trapping them, as he says, in 

the world of nostalgia: 

efshar la`asoq bezeh.  welitfoaH le`aSmenu `al hashekhem 
welehit`aneg `al hazikhronot wehizakhrut.  ha`inyan hu’ she’ani omer, 
shehadavar she’anaHnu yekholim lehizakher bo hu’ mSumSam 
beyoter.  hu’ pisah qetanah min hatarbut shel tarbut ladino. we’im 
anaHnu na`asoq raq betahalikh hizakhrut, anaHnu nish’arim tequ`im 
be’oto maqom.  ani yode`a mah efshar leha`avir hala’.  haladino hi’ 
yabeshet `amuqah beyoter. 

 
It’s possible to work on this [nostalgia].  To pat ourselves on the back and 
enjoy the memories and the recollection.  What I’m saying is that what we 
are able to recall is extremely limited.  It’s just a little piece of Ladino 
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culture.  And if we just concern ourselves with the process of recollection, 
we will remain stuck in the same place.  I [don’t] know what we’ll be able 
to pass on.  Ladino is a much more broad continent [than that]. 
 

He argues that enough folk materials have been collected that it’s now time to 

concentrate on centuries of valuable written documents.  For many of the 

students, however, these materials are of little personal importance, as the value 

of folksongs and folk stories lies primarily in their ability to remind the students of 

a particular time or a person in their lives.  Hearing them told or sung again 

allows them to recapture a moment in time, something that unfamiliar literary 

works cannot do. Avner doesn’t reject the validity of folkloric efforts, but with 

thousands of proverbs and stories already documented, he envisions a more 

productive way for the students to get involved, thus serving themselves and 

attracting a larger potential audience for their efforts. 

 

From nostalgia to action 

 After the course, the students are still unsure what can realistically come 

from their Judeo-Spanish efforts, but they are motivated to find out.  Eli 

references a conversation he had with classmate David prior to the course in 

which they discussed their concern over the “anachronistic” desire to maintain 

the language:  

ha’im mah she’anaHnu `osim poh lo’ be`eSem anakhronizem? ha’im 
sefat haladino lo’ siymah tafqidah bahisToriah, we’anaHnu stam 
anakhronizem? hateshuvah hayom hi’ kemuvan shelo’… lo’ ani 
mevin she`am yisra’el yatHil ledaber ladino be’ereS yisra’el.  aval 
yesh poh tarbut me’od me’od reHavah, sheshaweh leshamer otah 
weleha`avir hala’. 
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Is what we’re doing here not actually an anachronism?  Did the Ladino 
language not complete its task in history, and we are just an 
anachronism?  The answer today is of course not. ..I don’t believe that the 
people of Israel will start to speak Hebrew in the land of Israel.  But there 
is a very, very broad culture here that is worth preserving and passing on. 
 

After an intensive week studying the language, folklore and literature, he 

confidently answers his own question: The answer today is obviously no.  He 

is ready and willing to volunteer his time to the cause and suggests that each 

student be given a task to work on through the year.  Yet Diana feels that after 

the week of study, much can be done, but they don’t yet know where to take 

what they’ve learned:  

ani roSah lehagid shenora’ nora’ Hashuv anaHnu poh 
koaH….she’anaHnu yekholim leharim manof `anaq… welo’ ra’iyti et 
zeh baqurs ka’n mah be’emet…eyfoh ha`atid shel zeh?  mah na`aseh 
bishviyl leha`avir haladino?  la`asot mashehu shemamash tiSe’… 
tiSe’ miyn Sa`aqah gedolah sheyihyeh… sheyishm`u `al zeh, 
sheyargishu banu ba’areS. 

 
We are a force  here….that we can raise a giant lever… and I did not see 
it in the course here really…where is the future of this?  What will we do to 
pass on Ladino?  To do something that will really… [cause] a great shout 
to go forth so that there will be… so that all will hear about it, so that they 
will feel us in Israel. 
 

 Aaron Cohen responds to her concern with the clarification, at omeret 

“nosTalgiah agresivit?” (you’re saying, aggressive nostalgia).  He does not 

describe what he means by “aggressive nostalgia”, but perhaps in the context of 

the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, aggressive nostalgia is combination 

of memory and action that doesn’t invalidate nostalgia but compels the students 

to turn their longing for the past into future-oriented action.   
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Zelda chooses a middle ground in the debate over the place of nostalgia 

in the course in particular and the revitalization movement in general.  She 

acknowledges the validity of nostalgia but reminds the students of the primary 

goal of the course – to use what they learn in order to give it to others: 

ani roSah lehodot lakhem she’atem ba’tem lilmod ladino.  zeh 
be’emet keyf, zeh be’emet noten lanu hargashah me’od Tovah 
sheyesh kol kakh harbeh anashim sheroSim, she`adayin me’unyanim 
lilmod, roSim lera`anen, lizkor.  aval zeh lo’ raq nosTalgiah, kemo 
she’amarnu.  mi sheba’ laqurs hazeh, ani Hoshevet sheyesh lo 
maTarah misuyemet.  ki ani zokheret kesheri’eyanu et ha’anashim, 
matildah we’ani wegam avner, sha’alnu, “mah atem meSapim 
mehaqurs hazeh?”  harbe pe`amim qibalnu teshuvah: “Para 
akodrarmos el ladino.”  zeh nakhon, zeh eHad [eHat?] hamaTarot.  
aval hamaTarah ha`iqari zeh lo’ akodrar el ladino, si no ke lo ke 
savemos, darlo a otros tambien.  
 
I want to thank you for coming to learn Ladino.  It’s really fun, it really 
gives us a good feeling that there are so many people who want to, who 
are still interested in learning, who want to refresh, to remember.  But, as 
we said, it’s not just nostalgia.  I think that those who come to this course 
have a particular goal, because I remember when we interviewed people, 
Matilda and I, and Avner too,  asked, “What are you expecting from this 
course?”  Many times we got the answer, “To remember Ladino.”  That’s 
right, that’s one of the goals.  But the principal goal isn’t to remember 
Ladino, but rather that what we know, to give it to others too.    
 

The primary goal of the course is to train the participants to carry the Judeo-

Spanish torch – to one day be capable of taking control of the current activities, 

such as the radio broadcast and the various Judeo-Spanish courses.  But the 

hope is also that these newly involved and motivated individuals will follow their 

particular passion around Judeo-Spanish and expand the number and variety of 

Judeo-Spanish activities in order to attract the interest of Sephardim and non-

Sephardim alike. 
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 The students know that they are the last generation of Judeo-Spanish 

speakers, and they know that the future of the language lies largely in their 

hands.  The endangered state of Judeo-Spanish instills a sense of urgency in the 

situation and makes the consequences of their choice to become active in the 

revitalization movement all the more drastic.  Their parents’ generation has either 

passed on or is beyond the age where it is practical for them to commit to an 

activist role.  Avner noted earlier in the course that it is not the fault of the his and 

the students’ generation that Judeo-Spanish is in the state it is, but this does not 

absolve them of responsibility for its future.  Over the five days, as the students 

share their memories of the past, the organizers share their stories of increasing 

involvement in Judeo-Spanish maintenance in order to model the different 

directions the students can go.  None of them planned to take the path that they 

eventually found themselves on, but over time and though their years of activism, 

Judeo-Spanish has taken on a new meaning and has served as the center 

around which their Sephardic identity is oriented.  The students are just at the 

beginning of their path, and another teacher describes the great treasure that 

each possess and can share with others on their way: 

Esto es solo un empesijo, un prinsipio.  Komo yo empesi en el 
setenta y mueve de un kurso ansina en la radio, y despues empesi a 
kaminar sola.         Y kada uno de vozotros esta empesando y va 
azer, va empesar su kamino.  Y va kontinuar solo, y en djunto kon 
mozotros. 
 
This is just a beginning, a beginning.  Like I started in ’79 from a course 
like this for the radio, and afterwards I started to walk alone.  And each 
one of you is starting and is going to do, is going to start his road.  And 
he’s going to continue alone, and together with us. 
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She draws parallels to what the students have done though their participation in 

the course with what she herself did, again as a way of showing the students the 

step-by-step path that got her, as well as the other teachers, to where they are 

today – and to where the Judeo-Spanish movement is today. 

At the conclusion of the week-long course, the students are still unsure of 

what that road will be, where it will take them and how they will get there.  For so 

many years, Judeo-Spanish was something in the back of their minds and deep 

in their hearts, but now it is beginning to emerge as something else.  What 

Judeo-Spanish will be, and the role that these students will play in its future are 

not certain.  What is certain is that the students leave the course with a stronger 

sense of Sephardic identity, a greater appreciation for their culture, history and 

language and a commitment to contribute to Judeo-Spanish revitalization, in 

whatever way they can.  And as a result of recent minority language activism, the 

Israeli people have also begun to develop a greater appreciation for the 

languages and cultures that the Jews brought with them from the Diaspora.  

Whether fueled by nostalgia or academic curiosity, it is quite possible that this 

environment may serve as a context for Judeo-Spanish not only to bring its 

speakers back to the past, but to accompany them in a meaningful way into the 

future.  In the next chapters, we will we see some of the concrete ways that 

Sephardim are getting involved in activities that use Judeo-Spanish but do not 

focus on language learning.  These singing and storytelling activities, initiated by 
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Moshe and Matilda’s efforts years ago, continue to gain momentum and attract 

Sephardim and non-Sephardim alike. 
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CHAPTER 4  

SEPHARDIC MUSICAL PERFORMANCE 

 
 

Introduction 

Singing has been an integral part of Sephardic life for centuries.  Over the 

course of Sephardic history, songs corresponding to lifecycle events, such as 

marriage and childbirth, were sung by Sephardim to mark these events 

accordingly.  Hebrew prayers and paraliturgical songs translated into Judeo-

Spanish were frequently sung during religious services and at holiday meals.  

Ballads and lyric songs were sung predominantly by women while doing 

housework.  These Judeo-Spanish songs were transmitted orally across the 

generations, and as Zahava, a student in the intensive summer class, notes in 

her description of her childhood in Turkey, a good voice was not required to sing:  

Engrandesimos kon las kantikas de spanyol i las konsejas ke mi 
granmama mos kontaba.  Mi madre no tenia vos bueno ma kantava y 
no se averguensava.  Toda la schuna savia ke mi madre stava 
viniendo de las kantigas. 
 
We grew up with Judeo-Spanish songs and folktales that my grandmother 
sang to us.  My mom didn’t have a good voice but she sang and didn’t get 
embarrassed. The whole neighborhood would know that my mom was 
coming from the songs. 
 

Singing was a part of everyday life and an integrated part of daily activities.  Moti, 

another student in the class, describes how he learned to sing from his mother: 

A eya le agradava kantar.  Lavava i kantava, guisava i kantava.  De 
eya ambezi las romanzas. 
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She loved to sing.  She washed and she sang, she cooked and she sang.  
From her I learned the ballads.   
 

 Today that transmission from generation to generation has almost completely 

stopped, and it is rare to hear Judeo-Spanish songs outside of occasional holiday 

celebrations and formalized settings.  However, for many Sephardim, these 

songs persist to this day as an indexical, emotional link to the past.  Singing 

them, or hearing them sung, brings a flood of memories and nostalgia for their 

childhood, their families and a way of life that no longer exists.  For scholars, 

these songs – in particular the romanzas (ballads) – provide critical insights into 

a performance tradition that, likewise, no longer exists.  I will now turn to a 

discussion of music within language revitalization movements and discuss both 

academic and non-academic collection efforts.  I then describe the role of music 

during the formation and early years of Israel and discuss how this paved the 

way for the emergence of public Judeo-Spanish performance.  In the second half 

of this chapter, I analyze one Judeo-Spanish musical performance event, Vini 

Kantaremos, in terms of its explicit entertainment goal as well as its more implicit 

goals of community-building, education and legitimizing Judeo-Spanish. 

 

Language Revitalization through Song 

As a language begins to decline, that decline brings with it the threat that 

the associated verbal art, including traditional songs, stories, proverbs and jokes, 

will disappear along with it.  Because of the relationship between verbal art and 

group identity, it is common within language revitalization movements to attempt 
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to revitalize interest in traditional performance activities, in addition to the 

languages in which they are expressed.  As Jeff Titon notes, “Cultural 

revitalization movements among various ethnic groups in the last hundred years 

or so have led to self-conscious efforts to preserve their heritage of folk music 

and dance” (1992:169).  Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1998) describe the 

success of Native American efforts to promote singing and dancing, rather than 

focusing exclusively on teaching language.  Whereas native languages 

frequently carry negative associations (e.g. memories of humiliation and physical 

beatings for using native languages in schools), they argue that the blossoming 

of native dance troops over the last two decades demonstrates the sense of 

pride with which other ethnic badges are associated.  Traditional singing and 

dancing are less threatening than studying languages, which can be a difficult 

and time-consuming process and can lead others to question learners’ loyalty to 

their dominant language and identity. In addition, songs and dances are 

considered to be more fun, easy and tangible than language.  Dauenhauer and 

Dauenhauer suggest:  

For learners, traditional regalia and performance are very appealing and 
are obvious outward manifestations of “the culture” that transcend 
language skills other than learning the songs.  The songs are more easily 
acquired as “alienable objects” than the language at large, they provide a 
more convenient “badge of ethnicity”, and there are abundant 
performance opportunities (1998:68). 
 

They also argue that local clan leaders known for their performance skills can 

serve as positive role models and are often able to teach these activities with 

little if any training.  Traditional song and dance are not only convenient and fun, 
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but they can also have a lasting effect on language revitalization.  Jaffe (1999) 

has argued that musical groups played an active role in Corsican language 

promotion in the 1970s, combining linguistic, cultural and political activism under 

the umbrella of musical performance.  Not only were members of these groups 

political and/or linguistic activists, but the groups recruited new speakers and 

“propelled Corsican into public air space in a way that traditional singers of 

ballads had never done” (1999:127). 

Verbal art and performance can serve as a positive, convenient and 

effective means of strengthening one’s identity as member of a community, and it 

can also help maintain ties to one’s traditional language.  J.C Maher’s study of 

Ainu speakers in Japan revealed the powerful relationship between song and 

identity.  When he asked a women if she spoke Ainu, she replied: “That’s a 

difficult question.  I don’t speak it and I can’t understand it but I know it and I can 

sing in it.  It’s always kind of here, a voice inside” (Maher 2001:337).  Being able 

to sing traditional songs is enough for her to claim knowledge of the language (“I 

know it”), despite acknowledging her inability to speak it.  That Ainu voice inside 

her, heard only through song, is what forms the basis of her relationship with the 

language.   

 

Sephardic songs and Judeo-Spanish revitalization  

Within the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, Sephardic songs are 

seen as an integral part of Sephardic culture and therefore play an active role in 
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all revitalization efforts.  They are valued for their nostalgic and academic 

purposes, but they are also effective in increasing interest in Judeo-Spanish for 

those Sephardim who, whether due to lack of time, feelings of intimidation or lack 

of motivation, would not take a language class.  For many Sephardim who don’t 

speak Judeo-Spanish, it is only through singing that Judeo-Spanish words form 

on their lips, and they want to strengthen that connection to the language.  

Events are organized that focus exclusively on Sephardic songs, such as a 

program in July of 1999 at Jerusalem’s Israel Museum in honor of the romanzas, 

which included musical performances by well-known performers of Sephardic 

music and speeches by Avner Perez and Yitzhak Navon.  Songs frequently 

accompany linguistic and cultural events, such as the June 1999 opening of the 

international Sephardic book exhibit “Castles in Spain: 500 Years of Ladino 

Books” and the August 1999 celebration in honor of the publication of Eliezer 

Papo’s Judeo-Spanish historical novel, La Megila de Saray, for which he 

received the Hebrew University award for the promotion of Ladino culture.   

The organizers of these events capitalize on the audience members’ 

nostalgic associations of these songs, as seen below during the opening evening 

of the second adult intensive course sponsored by the National Authority for 

Ladino in August of 1999, which featured musical performances by various 

professional performers, some known and some unknown within the community.  

As Aaron Cohen of the National Authority for Ladino describes, hearing Judeo-

Spanish songs has a magical effect on the audience: 
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wetir’u shebikhlal lo’ goseset, ki kesheshom`im et haladino bezemer 
ubeshira, af eHad lo’ Holem shehi’ gosesetwetehenu lishmo`a otah. 
 
And you’ll see that [Judeo-Spanish] isn’t dying at all, because when you 
hear Ladino in music and in song, no one would believe that it’s dying, and 
you’ll enjoy hearing it. 
 

Despite the precarious state of Judeo-Spanish, singing these songs together as 

a community, as Aaron describes, can make people believe in the vitality of the 

language, even when the signs point in a different direction, as well as develop or 

redevelop ties with Sephardic language and culture.  In this chapter, I examine 

Judeo-Spanish songs collection efforts before focusing on how the activity of 

singing and the notion of performance have changed over the years in the 

Sephardic community.  I dedicate a large section of this chapter to the discussion 

of organized singing activities in Jerusalem and how song is used to accomplish 

numerous goals: recreating community, legitimizing their efforts, teaching about 

Sephardic songs and mobilizing participants to become more active in the Judeo-

Spanish language revitalization movement.  

In communities experiencing language shift, efforts to preserve 

obsolescing verbal traditions often include the documentation and publication of 

collections of traditional songs and stories.  Within the Sephardic community, 

these Judeo-Spanish songs are not only documented, but they are sung and 

taught to new audiences in an effort to keep the language, as well as interest in 

the culture, alive and strong.  Public singing events provide the backdrop for 

these “cultural performances” (Singer 1972) in which Sephardic traditions are 

essentially put on display.  These highly formalized, public events are both 
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spatially and temporally bounded, and for two or three hours, participants are 

encouraged to draw on their Sephardic identity from among their broader 

repertoire of identities (Kroskrity 1993).  In the Judeo-Spanish revitalization 

movement, songs are used as a springboard for talking about the personal and 

communal past.  Matilda Koen-Sarano, who leads many of these activities, 

discusses the contexts in which the songs were originally sung, but when 

possible, she also provides information on the socio-historical context in which 

these songs were created and transmitted.   

For many Sephardim, it is the emotion and history of their people and their 

families that underlies their interest and participation in these activities, and the 

organizers of this movement, as I will describe in detail, attempt to capitalize on 

the nostalgic associations of Sephardic verbal art.  References to “how things 

used to be” are frequent, and communal assumptions about “we” (“we don’t 

remember these songs anymore”) and “ours” (that’s how our mothers sang”) are 

frequent.  In this chapter, I examine the ways in which the leaders of the Judeo-

Spanish revitalization movement activate the emotional associations with Judeo-

Spanish song and attempt to unify the audience under the same generalizations 

and same histories, thereby paving the way for a common future in which Judeo-

Spanish plays an important role. 

Whereas many studies of verbal art privilege the object over the artist, my 

analysis puts the performers at the center to see the way they use songs and 

what their performances accomplish.  This agent-centered perspective does not 



 162

dismiss the importance of documenting the songs themselves, in particular when 

the language and its verbal traditions are disappearing; rather, it argues for 

situating those texts within the lives of the people who use them and give them 

meaning.  In the next sections I discuss the two different motivators underlying 

these collection efforts: the archaeological and literary value of the songs and the 

value derived from facilitating the activity of singing.  In my discussion of the 

latter, which is significantly more comprehensive, I draw heavily from an interview 

with two elderly Sephardic women to describe their contribution to a songbook 

and demonstrate how, years later, they continue to reap benefits from the book, 

which acts as a vehicle for them to remember the songs’ lyrics, their connotations 

and the contexts in which they would sing them in their childhood.  I will then 

trace Sephardic musical performance, from early public performances to the 

contexts in which these songs are performed today.  I will examine these 

performance contexts in detail, focusing on the community-building and didactic 

aspects of each.    

 

Academic collection efforts 
 

The traditional Sephardic genre that has received the most scholarly 

attention is the romanza, a ballad composed of fragments of medieval epic 

poems.  Following the Expulsion, as the Sephardim settled in different parts of 

the Mediterranean region, they continued to sing many of the same songs they 

had sung while in Spain – among them, the ballads.  Over the centuries, some 
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ballads were lost entirely, others experienced change, and new ballads from 

other traditions were translated and incorporated into the Sephardic corpus.  

Women were the primary singers of this genre and frequently sung them as 

lullabies, but they were also sung as wedding songs and dirges.  Today, those 

Sephardim familiar with the corpus of romanzas are a small minority, and even 

in 1960, it was typically the older generation that sung songs from this “moribund 

répertoire”, as Israel Katz describes of his fieldwork: 

Their répertoire, which undoubtedly had been vigorous before Israel 
became a state, was already showing signs of decay.  In many instances, 
the moribund répertoire had been reduced to mere fragments.  Except for 
the few elders upon whose recollection this tradition rests, the ballads 
have found neither continued support nor reverence among the younger 
generations who deem them “old fashioned” (Katz 1972:ix).  
 

Katz’s assumption regarding the vitality of the ballad tradition prior to the 

formation of the State ties directly into the pressure to create a unified Israeli 

identity and abandon Diaspora languages and cultures.  Later in the chapter I 

describe the role of music in the formation and strengthening of the nation, at the 

sacrifice of unique cultural traditions, such as the romanza. 

Systematic ballad collection efforts began in the early part of the 20th 

century.  According to Samuel Armistead, one of world experts on Sephardic 

balladry, scholars have typically viewed the Sephardic ballad tradition as a 

“precious relic, a fossilized, archaic survival from medieval times” (1992:372).  

Much of the early ballad collection was initiated outside of Israel, primarily in 

Turkey and North Africa, by Hispanists looking to find such “medieval relics”.  

While the Sephardic tradition does indeed provide critical insights into the ballad 
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repertoire of medieval Spain, allowing for the reconstruction of partial ballads and 

the identification of narratives that would otherwise have remained unknown to 

scholars, Armistead and Silverman (1986:4) suggest that viewing the corpus 

purely for its archaeological value denies its dynamic and innovative tendencies.  

They argue that despite its seeming conservatism, the Sephardic ballad tradition 

is most accurately understood “as a vital, dynamic creative phenomenon, forever 

involved in the ongoing process of becoming something different from what is 

was before”.  Over the centuries, exposure to different peoples, languages and 

cultures – as well as sporadic contact with Spain – helped shape Sephardic 

culture, and the ballads serve as a testament to the influence of such interaction.  

The ballads continue to evolve even today, as certain verses are forgotten and 

others remembered or modified, and new ones are composed or taken from 

other languages and incorporated into the corpus as well.  

To the degree that the Sephardic ballad tradition persists, Susana Weich-

Shahak notes that the functionality of certain songs have undergone a 

transformation and are sung on different occasions that in the past.  For 

example, one ballad that was formerly sung to mourn the death of a loved one 

later became associated with Tisha B’Av, the holiday commemorating the 

historical destruction of the holy Temple.  She also notes that songs can change 

function and “become a means for cultural self definition and for the expression 

of one’s ethnic belonging”, just as a wedding song can be sung to express a 

longing for life before immigration (Weich-Shahak 1994).  Although the tradition 
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may be disappearing, it continue to be a dynamic phenomenon among those 

who participate in it. 

The attraction to the ballads1, as Armistead describes, has lead to “the 

unwarranted neglect of other genres” (1992:360), among them lyric songs, 

cumulative songs, songs of passage/lifecycle, liturgical and paraliturgical songs 

and charms.  Within the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, these different 

types of songs are still sung, and while they are not often distinguished by genre, 

the one exception to this is the ballads.  Ballads are a source of community pride, 

and while many Sephardim are unfamiliar with their centuries-old history, they 

are nonetheless used in the revitalization movement to instill a sense of history 

and authenticity.  Yet the term “romanza” has become overused, as there is an 

increasing tendency among Sephardim to use it generically to refer to Sephardic 

songs of many different genres.  For example, an April 1999 performance entitled 

romansot sefaradiot mebet aba (Sephardic Ballads from Father’s House), 

though entertaining to the audience, did not feature one ballad, despite its title.  

Not only were ballads not included in the event, the performers chose to include 

the popular, crowd-pleasing Mexican “Cielito Lindo” (ay, ay, ay, ay/canta no 

llores/porque cantando se alegran/cielito lindo los corazones), a song that has no 

relation whatsoever to Sephardic life, past or present.  According to Avner Perez, 

                                                 
1 Although Armistead’s research has focused primarily on ballad collection, he has documented other 
genres since he began his research in 1957.  With so few Judeo-Spanish speakers still familiar with this 
genre and many of the collections in private hands, Armistead is currently working on a digital library project, 
with the goals of making digital versions of all audio recordings of his fieldwork, as well as transcriptions and 
translations of the songs available on the Internet for researchers who would otherwise not have access to 
original materials. 
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the lumping of all Sephardic songs (and the occasional Mexican song) into the 

category of romanza, reflects a lack of understanding and an increasing level of 

nostalgia.  He makes a plea to his students during his literature class to adopt an 

academic approach and avoid the mistake of making a nostalgic “salad”: 

az efshar lehamshikh benosTalgiah. atem ta`asu et zeh gam. lesaper 
sipurim welashir shirim. afilu lekhanot bashirim ha’eleh lo’ beSedeq 
‘romansot’, lamrot shetish`im wetish`a aHuz mehem eynam 
romansot, liqro’ lahem ‘romansot’. zeh eHat hasimanim 
shenosTalgiah, zeh shehi’ me’abed et ha, hakol ne`asah eyzeh salaT 
eHad gadol. 
 
So it’s possible to continue with nostalgia. You’ll do it too. Telling stories 
and singing songs. Even to incorrectly label the songs ‘romansas’, even 
though 99% of them are not romansas, to call them ‘romansas’. That’s 
one of the signs of nostalgia, that it loses its, everything becomes one big 
salad. 
 

The term “romanza” has become a buzz word that conjures up images of Spain 

and a sense of authenticity and history, yet it is too liberally applied.  As Perez 

argues, the loss of distinction between ballads and other genres of song is 

symptomatic of a much larger issue: nostalgia.  And it is nostalgia, he further 

argues, that fuels the interest in the stories, songs and proverbs the Sephardim 

remember from their youth while at the same time allowing them to overlook the 

rich literary history, as well as the ballad tradition, which he sees as a more 

authentic and legitimate object of study.  As David, the student in the intensive 

Judeo-Spanish class noted, it’s impossible to separate the language and its 

traditions from nostalgia.  By removing the nostalgia, the motivation behind many 

of the Sephardim’s participation in organized Judeo-Spanish events would likely 

be removed as well.   
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Non-academic collection efforts 

As I describe in Chapter 3, Kol Yisrael’s Proyecto Folklore involved the 

transcription and cataloguing of approximately four thousand Judeo-Spanish 

songs.  Although audiocassettes were made available for the general public to 

purchase, like many other salvage efforts, the benefits for the community 

members in general were not of primary importance; instead, this effort was 

based on the desire to create a corpus for academics to use for current as well 

as future research, when there are no longer any living speakers of the language.  

Not all Sephardic song collection motivated by academic goals, however.  In 

1993, in an effort to focus primarily on Judeo-Spanish speakers, rather than have 

them benefit indirectly from other efforts, Matilda Koen-Sarano published Vini 

Kantaremos, a written collection of well-known Judeo-Spanish songs which, like 

a majority of Judeo-Spanish publications today, uses the Aki Yerushalayim 

orthographic system2.  Unlike other collections, undertaken primarily for analysis 

of the songs, Vini Kantaremos was created to facilitate the activity of singing.  In 

the book’s introduction, Koen-Sarano contrasts recent generations of Sephardim 

with those of the past, who transmitted these songs orally, when she writes that 

the Sephardim today don’t know all the words by heart.  The purpose of Vini 

Kantaremos, therefore, is to have a collection of popular songs available to 

supplement what speakers remember: 

                                                 
2 Latin characters make the book’s contents more accessible to a wider audience, in contrast to Hebrew 
characters, which are less familiar to Judeo-Spanish speakers.   
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[P]ara poderlos kantar kuando mos viene la gana i la okazión3…si 
muestros djenitores se akodravan todas sus palavras de kavesa, 
mozotros no mos los akodramos mas muy bien, porké no los 
kantamos kada día, komo azían eyos (Koen-Sarano 1993:11). 
 
[I]n order to sing them when the desire or occasion comes to us…if our 
ancestors remembered all the words by heart, we don’t remember them 
very well, because we don’t sing them every day, like they did. 
 

Koen-Sarano writes this in the first personal plural: “our” ancestors, “we” don’t 

remember them, “we” don’t sing them.  She writes this introduction as a member 

of the Judeo-Spanish speaking Sephardic community and directs it to that same 

community.  This is not an academic collection, nor is the community merely a 

secondary beneficiary of field research.  The Sephardim are her primary 

audience, and as such, she is able to make a number of generalizations that 

contrast them with past generations: their ancestors sang these songs frequently 

and thus knew the words by heart; and the book’s target audience doesn’t sing 

these songs often and, as a result, doesn’t know the lyrics.  This is not the only 

time Koen-Sarano will do this.  In many instances, as I detail later in the chapter, 

she addresses groups of Sephardim (although there are often a number of 

Ashkenazim and Mizrachim present, as well as people of different generations) 

and tells them the way their mothers sang these songs, which songs were used 

to rock them to sleep, what song they (the audience) knows the words to and 

what songs they don’t.  In doing so, she attempts to unify the audience under the 

same general set of past experiences and present expectations, even though 

                                                 
3 Matilda Koen-Sarano uses accent marks in order to help readers unfamiliar with Judeo-Spanish to 
pronounce certain ambiguous words correctly.  This is not common practice in Judeo-Spanish orthography. 
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these experiences and expectations, on an individual level, are significantly more 

heterogeneous than her comments would suggest. 

Sol and Esther: a focus on the contributors   

         To compile this collection of over 175 songs, Koen-Sarano relied on 

written sources and recordings, some from interviews she herself conducted and 

recorded and others from the recordings of different researchers in the field.  The 

origins of the linguistic consultants 4 (Turkey, Rhodes, Greece, Bulgaria, Israel, 

among other countries) are listed under the title and genre of song (ballads, 

liturgical songs, couplets, lyric songs, birth songs, historical songs, humoristic 

song, etc.).  In some cases, Koen-Sarano notes, she reconstructed songs by 

piecing together fragments from various linguistic consultants, and she concludes 

the book’s introduction with a disclaimer about her own unavoidable influence on 

the certain songs: 

Si metí adientro de siertos kantes unas kuantas palavras mías 
personales, se meta esto en kuento del fakto ke todo el ke kanta 
adjusta al kante una parte de si mizmo (Koen-Sarano 1993:12). 

If I put a few of my personal words in certain songs, they are put in with 
the fact in mind that everyone that sings adds to the song a part of himself  

This statement acknowledges the role of the individual singer in creating 

something unique each time through his or her particular performance and the 

multiple variations that exists within the Sephardic musical tradition; the 

performer is not merely a mouthpiece for a fixed form and tradition, but actively 
                                                 
4 Song varieties differ by region; some are wholly unknown in other areas, whereas others have different 
lyrics or tunes. 
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engages with it.  Just as Armistead and Silverman (1986) argue for viewing the 

Judeo-Spanish ballad tradition as a creative and constantly changing 

phenomenon, rather than “fossilized” forms or “relics”, other genres of Sephardic 

song likewise reflect the influence of time, memory and innovation.  This is 

obvious through observing Sephardim singing informally, as they make 

omissions and additions, often unaware of having done so.  As such, the goal of 

the Vini Kantaremos collection is not to capture on paper the most pure or 

authentic form, but rather to document a representative sample of Sephardic 

songs that can later be used as a guide to remember lyrics, as a springboard for 

remembering and singing other songs and as the basis for discussions about the 

songs as the texts trigger memories of people and places. 

True to its stated purpose, Vini Kantaremos does indeed facilitate the 

singing of Judeo-Spanish songs.  Over the years, the exact lyrics to songs fade 

from memory, and many Sephardim therefore use the book as a reference.  Two 

such women are Esther Levy and Sol Maimaran5, elderly Sephardim from 

Jerusalem whom I first met during my pilot study in the summer of 1996.  Both 

women are listed in the acknowledgements to Vini Kantaremos for having 

contributed songs, and they use the book when meeting with others, particularly 

during monthly singing gatherings6.  The nearly two hundred songs in Vini 

Kantaremos constitute a representative sampling of the of genres common to 

                                                 
5Sol passed away the year after this research was completed. 
6 By the time of I met with these women again in 1999, they were no longer attending the monthly singing 
events, as they felt uncomfortable being out after dark. 
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Sephardic songs, but it is not a definitive collection, nor does it claim to be.  The 

books serves its purpose as an aid for singing, not an analytical or descriptive 

treatment of Judeo-Spanish verbal art.  Koen-Sarano writes in the introduction 

that Vini Kantaremos is collection of the most well-known songs:  

En estos últimos tiempos estamos sientiendo el menenster de tener 
a la mano una koleksión eskrito de los kantes djudeo-espanyoles 
mas konosidos (Koen-Sarano 1993:12). 

In recent times we’re feeling the need to have a written collection of the 
most well-known Judeo-Spanish songs at hand.   

Sephardim are “feeling the need” to have these songs documented because they 

are aware that there are fewer and fewer people capable of transmitting them to 

future generations.  In addition, hearing these songs is a powerful tool in keeping 

alive memories of past generations and those who used to sing them.   

It is important to note that the use of written materials while singing was 

unheard of until very recently.  These songs were sung in the home, and 

Sephardic children grew up hearing and singing them in natural contexts.  For 

much of history, traditional songs have been transmitted orally and informally, 

and Titon suggests “The result of this learning process is that folk songs exist in 

performance – that is, in several versions and variants rather than in a relatively 

more fixed, written text” (1992:168).  Esther Levy, a Jerusalem native in her late 

70s, explains that as a young girl, together with her mother and sisters, she 

would sing Judeo-Spanish songs while taking care of the house: stam.  `osim 

kevisah, sharim.  `osim kelim, sharim. (That’s it. You do laundry, you sing.  
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You do dishes, you sing.).  Today, Esther owns a copy of Vini Kantaremos, but 

she remarks on the difference between the way that she learned the songs and 

the way they are presented now in writing: hayinu qeTanot keshelamadnu.  lo’ 

hayinu kotvot et zeh lemashal. (We were little when we learned.  We didn’t 

used to write them, for example.)  Sephardic women would sing these songs 

while doing house work, but they didn’t write them down, nor did they refer to any 

book while singing them.  Now, as Koen-Sarano suggests, the lack of everyday 

exposure to these songs creates a need for such a resource.  In the past, that 

resource was a Sephardic mother or grandmother; today, a printed book serves 

as a replacement holder for those collective memories.  Therefore, to see these 

songs written down, published and bound represents quite a contrast from their 

experiences with them for most of their lives.  The book’s physical form (shiny 

cover, binding, index) conveys a certain weight of authority, and despite the claim 

to include just the “most well-known songs”, the quantity (175 songs) makes it 

appear to be the definitive collection.  The use of this book makes the activity of 

singing very different from that same activity even a generation ago. 

When I first met Sol, she immediately showed me her copy of Vini 

Kantaremos, drawing my attention to the inside cover to her handwritten list of 

songs and page numbers entitled (in English) “Songs that we know the tune”.  

She explained that she had gone through the book and found all the songs that 

she and her friends were familiar with, and she listed them in the front cover, 

along with their corresponding page number.  Although the book has an official 
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song index, it is difficult for Sol to navigate, as the songs’ titles, taken from the 

first line of each song’s first verse, don’t always coincide with the titles she knows 

them by, which are often the first line of the chorus.  She therefore has taken the 

book, a tool for singing, and modified it to be more relevant and effective in her 

life.  The following example highlights the difficulty Sol and Esther encounter 

when searching for a song not on Sol’s list.  They are looking for a song they 

know as Esta muntanya d’enfrente (This Mountain in Front), which is cross-

referenced in the index under the title No vo komer (I’m not going to eat):   

1 Sol  ‘Esta’ s’empesa kon ’e’.  
 ‘Esta’ starts with ‘e’ 

2   A, B, C, D, E, A, B, C, D= ((recites English alphabet))5 
3 Esther  =Esta muntanya,   

  This Mountain   
    4   Porke es una kantika muy [muy 

  Because it is a song that’s very very 
5 Sol                   [Esta muntanya d’enfrente. (0.5) 

      This Mountain in Front 
 

6 Esther  Si. (1.5) 
  Yes 

7 Sol   lamah lo’ kotev et hamispar?  ((shows Jill the index)) 
 Why doesn’t it write the number? 

     8   Esta muntanya d’enfrente. 
  This mountain in front 

     9   It doesn’t write the number. 
    10 Jill  No it doesn’t. 

11 Sol  It doesn’t begin with ‘e’? 
12 Jill  It does but it says see some other title. 

It has two titles. 
(Kushner 1997:26) 

 
At first when Sol can’t locate the title, she addresses me in Hebrew (line 

7).  She had done this before, forgetting that I was a more proficient Spanish 

speaker than Hebrew speaker, but she then turns to English – the language she 

associates with Latin letters – when she points at the index and proclaims in line 



 174

9: “It doesn’t write the number”.  Sol was educated in British-run schools and 

therefore fluent in English, but the fact that Judeo-Spanish is written in Latin and 

not Hebrew characters influences her perception of which language to use.  We 

eventually find the song, listed with the page number under a different title (the 

first verse of the song), and Esther begins to sing.  This example demonstrates 

the dramatic reorientation in recent years with regard to Judeo-Spanish folk 

songs.  Until recently, songs were not written down, and songs didn’t need titles 

until they were written down and organized into books.  In addition, the 

documentation of verbal art can be alienating to the community, as they struggle 

to make sense of an old, familiar genre (songs) in a modern, artificial, and at 

times foreign context (song books, and later, song “events”).  

 

A la guerra me vo ir: personal pain, communal experience 

Later, to describe her own participation in the collection effort, Esther 

opens Vini Kantaremos to what she refers to as “her” song, A la guerra me vo 

ir (Off to war I go), which narrates a soldier’s fear that his death will cause pain 

for his lover.  Esther recounts a discussion at Matilda’s house about life in the 

early part of the 20th century, during the time of the Ottoman control of what is 

today Israel.  This was a difficult period for the Jews, characterized by extreme 

poverty and the drafting of Jewish men into the Turkish army – many of whom, 

like in the song, never returned to their loved ones.  She sets up the song for me 
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by drawing a parallel between the song’s lyrics (as yet unknown to the audience 

– me) and the Jerusalem of her childhood.  

zeh hashir sheli shenatati lematildah.  keshe’ani hayiti garah be (.5) 
yemin mosheh garnu.  az gam hayah [sic] milHamot, wehayu holkhim 
baHurim lamilHamah welo’ Hozrim. 
 
This is my song that I gave to Matilda.  When I used to live in (.5) we lived 
in Yemin Moshe [neighborhood].  There were also wars then, and the 
boys would go off to war and not return. 

 
In an effort to contextualize this song as relevant to her life and as representative 

of the experience of people she knew, in contrast to other songs whose lyrics 

hold no special meaning, she first states az gam hayah milHamot (There was 

[sic] wars then too) and personalizes the song by describing how boys from her 

neighborhood would go to war and not return.  Esther locates the song in Vini 

Kantaremos, and she asks me to read the lyrics before she begins to sing.  

Although she knows the words by heart, she follows along with the book: 

A la gerra me vo ir/i no sé si vo venir   
Off to war I go/and I don’t know if I will return 

 
La trompeta va sonar/a la mi kerida vo abrasar  
The trumpet will sound/I’ll embrace my love 
 
No me spanto la mi mama/mo me spanto yo por mi 
I’m not afraid, mother/I’m not afraid for myself 
 
Me spanto por la mi kerida/ke la vo deshar sufrir 
I’m afraid for my love/that I’m going to let her suffer 
 
Embeneado al kavayo/kon el tiro en la mano 
Riding a horse/with a sword in my hand 
 
Amanyana a la tomba arrastando/poveretiko de mí 
Tomorrow dragged to the tomb /poor me 

 (Koen-Sarano 1993:13) 
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Esther says that her grandmother used to sing this song to her, but she also 

explains that she would hear the women singing this song in the Old City of 

Jerusalem on her way to visit her grandmother:  

Esta kantika, de kuando era chika, me hui a dormir onde la vava mia 
en la sivdad vieja, i las mujeres la kantavan por los mansevos ke se 
hueron a la guerra i no tornavan.  I las muchachas kedavan solas.   
 
This song, from when I was little, I went to sleep at my grandmother’s in 
the Old City, and the women would sing it for the boys that went off to war 
and didn’t return.  And the girls were left alone.   
 

Whereas Esther remembers hearing women sing this song as a child, Sol 

experienced the lyrics through her sister, who lived this song, as her husband 

was one of the soldiers who never returned from war: 

La guerra de un tiempo, se huian i no savian de el.  Mi ermana, se 
hue el marido.  Desho el tres-tres kriaturas.  Tres anyos, dos anyos, i 
un (.) tinoket.  I al tiempo del turko.  Se hue i no supo de el. 
 
War at that time, [the men] would go off and they wouldn’t hear from them 
[again].  My sister, her husband left.  He left three children.  Three years, 
two years and a baby.  And during the time of the Turks.  He left and she 
didn’t hear him [again]. 

 
Sol does not present her sister’s situation as unique, but rather as a specific 

example of the general case in which men would be drafted and never heard 

from again.  She prefaces her comments with a general statement about men 

fighting the Turks at that time:  

 Se huian i no savian de el  
    They would go off and they wouldn’t hear from them again  
 

and concludes with a parallel but specific statement about her sister’s husband:  

 Se hue i no supo de el  
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    He went off and she didn’t hear from him again 
 

In doing so, Sol situates her sister’s experience against the backdrop of a 

broader phenomenon common to Jewish women in Jerusalem at that time and 

lends an additional, more personal layer of meaning to the song’s lyrics.   

 For Sol and Esther, this song represents memories of a painful time in 

their history – a time of hunger and poverty for all Jews in Jerusalem, but a 

particularly painful time for the women who lost their husbands.  Esther was the 

one who contributed this song to the Vini Kantaremos collection, and while she is 

able to contextualize it as a song sung in her childhood neighborhood by young 

women, Sol, by describing her sister’s loss, is able to give the song a both a 

concrete and personal meaning.  A la guerra me vo ir is not merely a traditional 

Sephardic song because it is bound in a book of Sephardic songs, but because 

Sol establishes links between the situation recounted in the song and real events 

(albeit from 80 years ago) that she and her family experienced.   

While the surface meaning of A la guerra me vo ir is clear, its deeper, 

more personal meaning (for Sol) – as well as its traditional meaning (for the 

Jerusalem Sephardim of that time) – is not.  For Sol and Esther, this song is 

indexical of that time and still evokes memories of the original context in which 

they heard it, as an expression of pain by women in Jerusalem in the early 

decades of the 1900s – some of whom they passed in the street, and some of 

whom the knew, loved and grieved with.  Shared experience was typically a part 

of any performance: “Performance in face-to-face communication means that folk 



 178

music reflects the informally shared experience of a folk group closely linked 

by… neighborhood, social class, [and] ethnic heritage (Titon 1992:168).  That 

shared experience is absent and the song’s personal and communal meaning 

are lost when juxtaposed next to almost two hundred others and placed in the 

hands of those who didn’t grow up in the same cultural and linguistic world that 

Sol and Esther did.  Because the songs are decontextualized in the songbook, 

Sol and Esther provide the necessary context to help the audience (in this case, 

me) understand the songs’ broader possible interpretations.   

Sol and Esther’s descriptions of the time period and the women widowed 

by war stem from their need to contextualize the song’s lyrics and bring 

additional layers of meaning that are otherwise lost on paper.  This book is used 

in different situations, and not all those who hold it in their hands bring the same 

background knowledge and experiences to the moment.  For some, the songs in 

the book have no meaning beyond what can be gleaned from the lyrics.  Just as 

they have no idea of the personal meanings this song holds for elderly Jerusalem 

Sephardim, they also don’t know when reading the lyrics to the song Arvoles 

(Trees), for example, what associations that song has for Greek Jews, who sung 

it in the concentration camps, changing the line En tierras ajenas yo me vo 

murir (In foreign lands I’m going to die) to tierras de Polonia (lands of Poland) 

to reflect their experiences.  To this day, Greek Jews often sing Arvoles in this 

way, and for those who know the history of this lyric change, it is much more than 

just a song; there is an extra, powerful layer of meaning. 
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Unintentional consequence: insecurity and standardization 

 Titon’s suggestion that efforts to produce recitals, document verbal art and 

explicitly teach songs in situations of language revitalization “work against oral 

tradition” (1992:169) can be seen in the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement.  

Sol, flipping through the book, comments to me about her faltering knowledge of 

the lyrics and lack of familiarity with many of the songs it contains:  ani hayiti 

yoda`at harbeh shirim, aval qeSat mekol shir.  aval poh yesh kol hashirim (I 

used to know many songs, but a little from each.  But here are all the songs.).  

She used to know many more songs than she remembers today, but even then 

she only knew bits and pieces of each.  At that time, bits and pieces were 

sufficient, as songs were merely sung; they were not performed.  In the past, if 

someone forgot a verse while singing, he or she would invent one on the spot or 

skip it entirely, or be assisted by another person singing along – and, as Koen-

Sarano suggests, each singer would modify the song in some way, in the 

moment.  Across the Mediterranean region and over five hundred years, this 

phenomenon accounts for the numerous variations that exist for the same song.  

Collections like Vini Kantaremos, however, limit the number of versions and 

perpetuate what becomes the standard version; since this books is also used in 

sing-alongs and other formal contexts, different versions that exist are 

overlooked as the songs in this book become viewed as authoritative versions.  

Sol views this as the complete collection of Sephardic songs, despite numerous 
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other songs in the Sephardic corpus that are not included in the book.  Yet the 

book’s format and title system is confusing to her, so she must reconcile her 

difficultly in navigating the book, as well as her lack of familiarity with some of its 

content, with her sense of herself as a knowledgeable member of the Sephardic 

community.  We will see later in the chapter how the organizers of the communal 

singing event, Vini Kantaremos, try to mitigate this, help save face and 

acknowledge the different variations of the culture while at the same time 

creating ties of common experience.    

 Vini Kantaremos is not merely a collection of texts.  It is a collection of 

memories encapsulated in the songs, and opening the book opens a door to the 

traditional world the songs index.  I will now turn to the evolution of Israeli music 

as a way of situating Sephardic music and performance against the backdrop of 

Israeli identity-building.  I discuss later in this chapter the way that performance 

of these songs has changed from traditional contexts to current contexts – from 

intimate, natural settings in which all participants have equal access to the floor 

to artificial, scripted activities in public arenas, and from culturally homogenous, 

linguistically competent participants to new audiences often unfamiliar with the 

language, culture and collective memory. 

 

Musical Performance in Israel  

 For most of its history, Sephardic musical performance was limited to 

intimate, informal settings.  To this day, many Sephardim equate Judeo-Spanish 
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songs with the home, the holidays and family.  However, the 1960s saw the 

beginning of the popularization of Judeo-Spanish music and performances.   

While formalized Sephardic performance was itself an innovation, acceptance of 

public Judeo-Spanish musical performance in Israel was even more remarkable, 

given the tremendous official and grassroots pressure to promote one unified 

Israeli culture.  Part of this new culture was a growing canon of Hebrew songs 

intentionally created with Zionist motifs, which was ideologically charged and 

intentionally disseminated throughout the country.  I will now discuss the 

relationship between these songs and the creation of an Israeli identity, and how 

this influenced the development of public Judeo-Spanish musical performance. 

 

Popular music and nation-building 

 The focus on negating the Diaspora and creating a common Israeli culture 

and identity went hand-in-hand during the early years of Israeli statehood.  

Language and dress were but two elements involved in creating the Sabra; 

Hebrew songs were part of the cultural package that was invented to foster 

bonds to the land and to one another, as Shiloah describes: 

The mass transfer of the different ethnic traditions that followed the 
establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 found Israeli society at the 
height of a long struggle over the nature of the new culture that would and 
should appropriately reflect the rebirth of the Jewish nation in its ancient 
land…In searching for an appropriate identity, music played an important 
role (Shiloah 1997:1). 

 
Popular songs in the decades surrounding Independence, known as shirei eretz 

yisrael (songs of the Land of Israel), emphasized Zionistic ideals such as 
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creating the nation and working the land.  This “dominant national soundtrack” 

(Horowitz 1999:454) reflected the prevailing ideology of mizug galuyot (the 

mixing of the Diasporas) and strove to create a local, authentic and shared 

element among people of diverse backgrounds and cultures.  Regev (2000:230) 

notes that these songs were rarely recorded and instead disseminated through 

song booklets and taught in schools, scouts and other group settings.  From this 

emerged shira batzibur (communal singing), an activity in which the audience 

was the performer.  These sessions were held in auditoriums and guided by a 

professional “coach”, who would distribute copies of song booklets, provide 

musical accompaniment and teach new songs to the participants.  In contrast to 

the typical Western dichotomy between active performers and a passive 

audience, Hirshberg suggests that the dominant national ideology facilitated the 

“blurring of the dividing line between performer and listener” (1997:10) and led to 

the institutionalization of this communal performance venue.  This model of 

communal singing would later be used as a way of promoting Judeo-Spanish 

song and building community.  One Israeli performer of Sephardic descent 

successfully managed to straddle both the Israeli and Sephardic musical worlds, 

and as I describe below, he helped open the door for the popularization of public 

Sephardic performance in Israel. 
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Yehoram Gaon: from Israeli performer to Sephardic performer 

One of the major contributors to a later cannon of Israeli folk music was 

Yehoram Gaon, Sephardic singer, actor and recent member of the Jerusalem 

City Council.  Born in Jerusalem to immigrant Sephardic parents, Gaon gained 

popularity as a singer in the army’s entertainment ensemble.  These 

entertainment units were developed to create and disseminate ideologically-

charged music similar to shirei ereS yisrael, and they also came to be, as 

Regev notes, a “credential mechanism” for future performers (1992:2).  

Gaon has recorded close to fifty albums, two of which consists of 

traditional Judeo-Spanish songs.  Pal-Yarden, an Israeli ethnomusicologist, 

suggests that Gaon contributed significantly to the popularization of Judeo-

Spanish traditional songs in the 1960s.  She argues that the association of his 

music and image as the Israeli “ideal” later facilitated the incorporation and 

acceptance of Judeo-Spanish songs into the canon of Israeli folk music: “When 

he made a Ladino album, it made it possible for Ladino to be seen as a part of 

what is Israeli” (personal communication).  For many Israelis, Gaon is associated 

nostalgically with that time period and the songs he made famous.  While he is 

no longer popular with Israeli youth of recent decades, who generally prefer 

Israeli and American pop music, his continued influence is apparent in the 

nostalgia his music conjures up in a thirty year old Israeli woman of Sephardic 

ancestry; when asked if she spoke or understood Judeo-Spanish, she responded 
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with the following: Not a word, but I cry every time I hear Yehoram Gaon sing in 

Ladino.     

Figure #2: Yehoram Goan album cover 
Cover to the album entitled “Ladino Ballads” that was released by Gaon in 1992 

in honor of the 500th anniversary of the Expulsion of the Jews from Spain. 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
When asked about the role of Judeo-Spanish in his childhood, Gaon 

immediately mentions the ambivalence associated with the language in his 

house as a child.  Judeo-Spanish was very much a part of his home life, as his 

mother and grandmother, both born in Turkey, spoke almost exclusively in 

Judeo-Spanish.  His father, born in Yugoslavia, wrote Judeo-Spanish poetry and 

compiled a two-volume history of Sephardic Jews in Israel, but he insisted on 

speaking Hebrew at home and on having others speak Hebrew too.  Gaon 

explains:  

az oto ben adam shekatav beladino weyad`a ladino yoter Tov mekol 
ben adam aHer, keshe’imi wesavtati hayu medabrot ladino wehu’ 
hayah `over, hen yashar `osot ‘switch’ wemedabrot be`ivrit. 
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So the same man that wrote in Ladino and knew it better than anyone 
else, when my mom and my grandmother were speaking in Ladino and 
he’d come by, they immediately do a “switch” and speak in Hebrew.   
 

Unlike situations discussed by my linguistic consultants in which they attempted 

to disassociate themselves from Judeo-Spanish in public, this situation occurred 

in the home and reflects the often unequal distribution of language ideologies 

across a speech community – and even within one household – as well as the 

difficulty of converting ideology into practice.  For example, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda 

(considered the “father” of modern Hebrew), who had made his wife promise to 

speak to their son only in Hebrew, allegedly returned home unexpectedly one 

day, caught his wife singing a Yiddish lullaby to their child and flew into a fit of 

anger.  Ben-Yehuda and Gaon’s father were both ideologically tied to using 

Hebrew in their daily interactions, while their wives had children to raise, and 

Hebrew was not natural or practical in this context.  Their native languages better 

supported their daily needs, which overrode any ideological goals they might 

have had, so they would simply “switch” to Hebrew upon their husbands’ return. 

 This linguistic ambivalence, Gaon explains, was not limited to his home.  

Outside the home, dozens of languages were constantly spoken around him.  

Yet despite this, there was intense pressure to speak only Hebrew, to leave the 

past behind and to embrace a unified future: 

hayah Sarikh ledaber `ivrit…beveyt hasefer dibru `ivrit.  betenu`at 
hano`ar dibru `ivrit.  kol safah aHeret shehevi’u me’arSot aHerot, zeh 
hayah eyzeh zikaron legalut, leyamim shelo’ raSu lizkor. 
 
You had to speak Hebrew.  In school they spoke Hebrew.  In the youth 
movement they spoke Hebrew.  All other languages that they brought from 
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other lands was a reminder of the Diaspora, of the days they didn’t want to 
remember. 
 

Amid such pressure to abandon Diaspora languages, when Gaon was 

approached to record Judeo-Spanish romanzas, he says, “zeh lo hitHaber” (it 

didn’t connect).  Until this point he had only performed and recorded in Hebrew.  

The only public figure involved in Judeo-Spanish music at the time was Yitzhak 

Levy (former director of Kol Yisrael’s Judeo-Spanish broadcast), whose 

musicologically-focused recordings Gaon distinguished from performance-as-

entertainment: lehofi`a `im zeh af eHad `asah et zeh qodem (To perform with 

this [Judeo-Spanish], no one had done it before).  For him, Judeo-Spanish was 

an intimate language that he associated with his family and his home; the 

thought of performing such intimate songs in public, especially accompanied by 

the Israeli national philharmonic, as had been suggested, struck him as an odd 

contrast.  At the time, the Israeli government was still actively involved in 

promoting the linguistic absorption of new immigrants and creating a national 

culture particular to Israel.  Thus the juxtaposition of the Israeli national 

philharmonic, indexical of the realization of the Zionist dream of an Israeli state, 

and Judeo-Spanish songs, indexical of intimate contexts and the Diaspora, was a 

contradiction that at first he could not reconcile7.  In addition to this apparent 

disconnect was the issue of embarrassment that many of my linguistic 

                                                 
7 On a related note, a participant in the NAL language course noted her father-in-law’s shock that the 
evening in honor of the Judeo-Spanish romanza was held at the Israel Museum.  His shock was not that the 
ballad was honored, nor that Judeo-Spanish was used in a public ceremony, but rather that the Israel 
Museum – not unlike the Israeli Philharmonic – as an official Israeli entity did not seem compatible with 
Judeo-Spanish. 
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consultants mentioned with regard to the extension of Judeo-Spanish beyond the 

private context of the home.  Whereas Goan’s father discouraged the use Judeo-

Spanish for ideological reasons, Gaon was hesitant to perform and record Judeo-

Spanish songs in public out of embarrassment.      

When Gaon finally agreed to record a Judeo-Spanish album, he was 

surprised by its enormous success.  He describes: wezeh na`esah wezeh 

hayah madhim.  wezeh tafas yashar beSurah bilti regilah. (It was done and it 

was amazing.  And it caught on in an extraordinary way).  He went on to record 

two albums in Judeo-Spanish and perform in Yitzhak Navon’s musical Bustan 

Sefaradi (Sephardic Orchard).  Pal Yarden (personal communication) suggests 

that the popularity of the Bustan, as well as Yehoam Gaon’s album, increased 

awareness of the multiplicity and richness of Sephardic musical culture and 

heritage, paving the way for performance of other Sephardic artists, as well as 

his own further involvement in the Sephardic cultural world.   

Gaon states that, through his involvement in Sephardic activities, he has 

found a symbolic role for Judeo-Spanish in his life: im `ivrit hi’ hasfat em [sic] 

sheli, az ulay zeh “sefat hasavtah” sheli (if Hebrew is my mother tongue, than 

maybe it [Judeo-Spanish] is my “grandmother tongue”).  Gaon distinguishes 

between Hebrew, his “maternal language” of daily and practical use, from Judeo-

Spanish, his “grandmother tongue” – of secondary importance but able to evoke 

emotions and memories of past.  This dichotomization of languages as pragmatic 

versus emotional suggests that each language has its place, just as – following 
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his metaphor – a mother and grandmother can each have different but 

complimentary roles.  He further elaborates on the different ways in which he 

experienced the two languages in his youth: 

zo’t lo’ safah she’ani hishtamashti bah weHayiti bah af-pa`am.  tamid 
hayah ‘by-product’.  tamid hayah `al-yad.  ani lo’ yakhol laHshov `al 
ha’efsharut kezo’t lemashal shepit’om ha`ivrit lo’ tihyeh safah 
meduberet…zeh safah qomuniqativit, `inyanit, shebah mitnahel 
hakol, wezo’t safah sheTovah lezikhronot.    
 
It [Judeo-Spanish] is not a language that I used and ever lived.  It was 
always a ‘by-product’.  It was always next to.  I can’t think about the 
possibility for example that Hebrew suddenly were no longer spoken… It’s 
a communicative, relevant  language, that everything is conducted in, and 
this [Judeo-Spanish] is a language good for memories.    
 

In his statements, Gaon describes communicativeness as an inherent quality of a 

language, rather than a function of what people do with language.  Less than a 

hundred years ago, Modern Hebrew was limited in its terms of what its speakers 

could express, as it was still being created and lacked some very basic daily 

vocabulary, yet it was through the mouths of those same speakers that it became 

the developed language it is today.  However, because Judeo-Spanish was 

subordinated to Hebrew throughout his childhood, he views it as merely a “by-

product” (borrowed from English, despite the fact that we were speaking Hebrew) 

or peripheral (`al-yad = next to) as a language good for memories but not for 

daily communication.   

Gaon is an active member of the board of the National Authority for Ladino 

and as I have described, his contributions to Judeo-Spanish music are extensive, 

yet his experiences with Hebrew and Judeo-Spanish have led him to view the 
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two languages in very differently ways.  He does not speak Judeo-Spanish with 

his children, but through music, he continues to keep a part of the language alive.  

In the next sections, I discuss a monthly activity in which Judeo-Spanish songs 

helps members of the Sephardic community maintain ties with the language and 

their history.  We will see how this new context for performance fulfills important 

community functions and is actively used to create a sense of community through 

common, meaningful experiences.   

 

Current Sephardic Popular Performance 

Today, finding Judeo-Spanish music is as easy as going to Amazon.com.  

In Israel, the US and France, Sephardim and Ashkenazim alike have recorded 

Judeo-Spanish albums in recent years, and Spaniards and Greeks have also 

joined in the market for “World Music” in general and Sephardic music in 

particular.  In December 2003, National Public Radio’s program, Morning Edition, 

aired a segment on Sephardic music and included an interview with a performer 

who mixes traditional Sephardic music with more modern musical styles.  Just as 

the audience for Sephardic music has expanded to encompass those outside the 

Sephardic community, Judith Cohen (1999) notes the increased number of 

“outsider” performers.  She distinguishes between “insider private performers”, 

who sing for family and friends and “insider public performers”, who typically sing 

for a small fee in a community setting.  “Outsider performers” are public 

performers, and Cohen contends that it is the outsiders who are largely 
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responsible for major changes to the Sephardic musical traditions.  While some 

performers try to remain loyal to way the songs were traditionally sung, others 

have injected a more modern feel to their performances, often through innovative 

instrumental accompaniment.   

Most formal Sephardic events in Israel incorporate musical performances, 

regardless of the event’s topic, and in a majority of the cases, the performers are 

insiders.  One exception to this is Betty Klein, an Ashkenazi American woman 

with years of participation in the Sephardic musical world who performs each 

month at the monthly sing-along described below.  Of the public Judeo-Spanish 

musical performance events, those emphasizing performance (the performer) 

over participation (the participants) are the exception to the rule.  During a 

majority of these performance events, like the communal Israeli singing (shira 

baSibur) described earlier, the audience is encouraged to sing along.  These 

performances are a participatory activity in which the main performer acts as a 

facilitator, while a minority are more concert-like and focus on the performer’s 

vocal acuity.  One example of this minority style is an evening of Sephardic 

ballads that took place at Jerusalem’s Israel Museum.  Five female vocalists took 

turns performing ballads, and the complicated vocal range emphasized the 

performative, rather than participatory nature of the event.  Sephardim appreciate 

a good solo performance of a ballad, but only in small quantities.  Cohen argues 

that variety is an important element of formal performances, suggesting through 

food metaphors the need for “salad” (lighter song genres), as “Too large a 
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serving of ‘romances’ is generally deemed indigestible for all but specialized 

‘gourmet’ audiences” (1999:500).  The fun is in the singing, and on performance-

focused occasions the audience becomes visibly bored and much more critical of 

the performers’ voices than during communal singing activities.  In contrast, a 

singer who leads the audience in song will be judged based on how well his or 

her performance encourages participation and whether or not the favorite songs 

were sung.  This bias for participation stems from the traditional orientation 

toward singing as an activity to be participated in rather than something to be 

admired from afar.  With that in mind, I will now turn the discussion to a monthly 

entertainment activity that encourages this type of broad participation, Vini 

Kantaremos, of the same name as Matilda Koen-Sarano’s book of songs. 

 

Vini Kantaremos 

Background 

 A very popular, well-attended activity within Jerusalem’s Sephardic 

community  is the monthly Vini Kantaremos (Come Let’s Sing).  This monthly 

event gathers together musicians, singers and storytellers, as well as an 

audience of approximately eighty participants (a majority of them over 60 years 

old), in an auditorium in downtown Jerusalem.  Similar to shira baSibur of past 

decades, the audience members are active participants throughout the evening.  

They are seated at round tables with a plate of traditional Sephardic pastries – 

burekas (filo dough pastries filled with cheese or spinach) and bizkochos 
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(cookies) – in the center and coffee, tea and soda in the back.  The 20 shekel 

(approximately $4.00) admission includes snacks and a photocopied packet of 

lyrics corresponding to the songs the performers will sing that evening.   

Matilda Koen-Sarano is the emcee of the event.  She tells stories 

throughout the course of the evening in between song performances, and she 

also brings the audience’s attention to a number of issues – some linguistic, 

some musicological, some cultural and some historical.  Like so many of the 

recent Judeo-Spanish-centered activities, the purpose of Vini Kantaremos 

extends beyond the explicitly stated goal reflected in its title “Come Let’s Sing”.  

While in many ways Vini Kantaremos is about the performance of the songs, 

much of the event focuses on community-building as well as legitimizing and 

reinforcing Judeo-Spanish.  

   

(Re)creating community 

 Avraham Haim, head of the Council for Sephardim and Mizrachim, one of 

the organizations that sponsors Vini Kantaremos, opens each meeting with 

announcements about community members and community activities.  The 

Israeli Sephardic community today is no longer concentrated in particular 

neighborhoods and areas of the country as it was in past decades.  As a result, 

community news no longer passes by word of mouth, nor are there any Judeo-

Spanish newspapers to facilitate its dissemination8.  The Judeo-Spanish radio 

                                                 
8 The last Judeo-Spanish publication went out of print in 1970. 
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broadcast, once so central in providing news and coverage of topics of interest to 

Sephardim, no longer reaches the broad audience it once did.  As such, all 

information and announcements relevant to the Sephardic community that in past 

decades would have been channeled through these means now have no other 

way of reaching the wider public.  Vini Kantaremos, given its regular monthly 

schedule and relatively large group (80-100), therefore provides one of the few 

opportunities to inform Sephardim of what is happening in the Sephardic world.  

In one such meeting, Avraham takes a moment to inform the audience of the 

passing of an important member of the community.  In a more closely 

geographically tied community, this news would have spread by word of mouth; 

two generations ago, Sephardim would have read about this in the Judeo-

Spanish newspaper or heard about it on Kol Yisrael radio.  Today, however, Vini 

Kantaremos is one of the few remaining medium that can play this role, albeit to 

a significantly reduced audience. 

Avraham also takes this opportunity to make a special announcement 

about the arrival of a group of elderly from the Rekanati Senior Citizens Home, 

located near Tel Aviv, approximately 45 minutes from Jerusalem.  This 

announcement is greeted with “Oohs” of recognition and admiration.  Many of the 

audience members know people who have resided or currently reside at this 

primarily Sephardic senior home, and they recognize the difficulty of what at their 

age is considered a long trip.  It is difficult enough for some of them to get to the 

auditorium from their apartments around Jerusalem’s neighborhoods, and many 
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older women no longer travel around the city after dark, therefore precluding their 

attendance at this 7:30pm event.  Even though this group of senior citizens 

traveled by chartered bus, most certainly arranged by an employee of the center, 

the distance they traveled in order to attend are still acknowledged and seen as a 

reflection of their commitment to Vini Kantaremos and their ties to the Sephardic 

community.  Although these announcements may sound trivial, they help to keep 

people informed and build a community of people based on shared concerns.  

Even if they have little formal contact with the Sephardic community outside of 

these events, the participants leave at the end of the evening knowing about the 

inner happenings of their community and having had the chance to discuss them 

at greater length with the friends and acquaintances around them, many of whom 

they see only at formalize events such as this.   

 

Demonstrating legitimacy 

In addition to the announcements described above, others focus on 

events and activities organized on an official level, and this official support adds 

an element of legitimacy to their participation.  At one meeting of Vini 

Kantaremos, Avraham calls Aaron Cohen, director of the NAL, to the stage to 

announce the activities sponsored by the NAL, such as Judeo-Spanish language 

classes, concerts and other events.  Due to the NAL’s relatively short existence, 

many people are either unaware of the variety of programs offered or of its 

existence altogether, and in particular that it was created through a Parliamentary 
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mandate (the “Ladino Law”).   In addition, with Yitzhak Navon as its head (whom 

the audience knows not only from his term as Israeli President and musical 

Bustan Sefaradi, but quite possibly from the “old neighborhood” as well), Cohen’s 

announcement about the recent creation of the NAL validates the audience’s 

participation in what is now a legitimate, government-sponsored goal: promoting 

their native language.   

Cohen recounts another bit of news that further legitimates Judeo-Spanish 

on an even wider scale.  He explains that the Israeli ambassador to the Vatican 

called him to discuss the organization of an event at the Vatican honoring Judeo-

Spanish music and that Betty Klein, a frequent performer at Vini Kantaremos and 

other Judeo-Spanish language-related events, was chosen from among many 

performers to participate in this event.  Whereas the Israeli government’s 

acknowledgement of the importance of Judeo-Spanish, as well as its recognition 

as an important part of Jewish heritage, is an enormous step toward its 

promotions and revitalization, the decision on part of the Vatican – home of the 

Church which sponsored the Spanish Inquisition – to host an evening honoring 

the Sephardic musical tradition shows an even more dramatic shift toward 

recognizing Sephardic heritage (by Jews and non-Jews, inside Israel and 

outside) and provides an stronger sense of legitimacy to their efforts.  This 

announcement was greeted with surprise and enthusiastic applause from the 

audience. 
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Another speaker who addresses the audience is Gregorio Gómez, the 

Spanish Cultural Attaché.  He makes a plea to the audience to support Judeo-

Spanish by attending these gatherings, both for the sake of the Spanish 

language as well as for the sake of Judeo-Spanish:  

Como ya saben, el ladino está protegido por una ley que pasó el 
Parlamento aquí en Israel hace 3 años para su conservación.  
Estos encuentros, creo que tiene la mágia y el efecto de que el 
ladino no se vaya a ir perdiendo.  Las canciones que se cantan en 
Ladino son muy bonitas y con otros actos que hay parecidos, yo 
creo que efectivamente así se puede salvar, que es muy 
importante.  No solamente para el español, pero también para el 
mismo Ladino, así que el esfuezo que se hace en esta comunidad 
es muy importante.  Y creo que Uds. lo deben de seguir 
manteniendo con su presencia, que es la única manera de 
demostrar que definitivamente lo quieren conservar.   
 
As you already know, Ladino is protected by a law that the Parliament 
passed here in Israel three years ago for its conservation.  These 
gatherings, I think they have the magic and the effect that Ladino will not 
disappear. The songs that are sung in Ladino are very beautiful and with 
other similar activities, I think it can really be saved, which is very 
important.  Not only for Spanish, but also for Ladino itself, so the effort that 
this community is doing is very important.  And I think that you should 
continue maintaining it with your presence, which is the only way to 
demonstrate that you really want to conserve it. 

 
Gomez tells the audience what he assumes they already know (como ya saben  

=  as you (plural) already know), that Judeo-Spanish is protected by a 

Parliamentary law, but he implies that that a law in and of itself is not sufficient to 

accomplish such a goal.  He is warning them against what Dauenhauer and 

Dauenhauer (1999:68-69) label as the “bureaucratic fix” avoidance strategy, 

wherein an organization created with the goal of promoting language 

revitalization is expected to succeed without the direct involvement of the 
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community.  It is the presence and participation of the audience, he argues, that 

demonstrates their desire to preserve their language and thus provides the 

power behind the law.  He touches on two of the sides of the revitalization effort: 

the official aspect of it, in the form of a governmental mandate that lends 

legitimacy to the language revitalization effort, but also the much more 

subjective, emotional side of it that encompasses the beauty and emotion of the 

songs and provides an incentive for action.  

Gomez argues that these songs are important “not only” for Spanish, but 

for Judeo-Spanish in and of itself.  He mentions Spanish first, with the implication 

that the participants are already aware of the numerous familiar arguments for 

why their language and verbal art are important to scholars of Spanish language 

and literature as “windows” into medieval Spanish; what they have not heard 

often enough is how their language and verbal art are important to them – the 

Sephardim.  The beauty and magic of Sephardic music and language, he 

suggests, are valuable as an end in themselves, not merely as a means to an 

end. For Gomez to dismiss the value of Judeo-Spanish for the Spaniards, 

instead focusing on the value for the Sephardic community, is an important shift 

(for Spain – recognizing that it’s not always about them) and an important step in 

creating a sense of prestige (for the Sephardim – recognizing that it is about 

them!).  Furthermore, Gomez’s status as an official representative of the Spanish 

government, which formally apologized for the Expulsion only in 1992, brings 

Spain into the foreground as an active player in the efforts to maintain Judeo-
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Spanish and Sephardic culture, as integral parts of Spain’s own linguistic and 

cultural heritage.  This, in addition to Israeli recognition of the value of Judeo-

Spanish, coupled with other victories along the way, like the Vatican’s plan to 

honor Sephardic music, serves to instill a greater sense of value, prestige and 

legitimacy for Sephardic language and culture.  This is necessary in getting 

individual and/or community involvement in any language revitalization effort.  By 

addressing the insecurities among the Sephardim about the value of their 

language and its verbal traditions, and by instilling pride in their cultural heritage, 

the organizers of the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement create a greater 

likelihood that members of the audience will increase their ties and dedication to 

activities supporting its Judeo-Spanish revitalization. 

Just as Gómez address issues of legitimacy relative to Judeo-Spanish, he 

also works to demonstrate his own legitimacy as a participant.  A native of Spain 

and neither Jewish nor Sephardic, Gómez does not attempt to address the 

audience in Judeo-Spanish.  He speaks in Modern Spanish, which fluent Judeo-

Spanish speakers understand, and attempts to establish his legitimacy and 

membership by tracing his involvement in Vini Kantaremos.  He displays his 

extensive involvement in the organization of Vini Kantaremos by referencing his 

debate with Matilda over the exact number of Vini Kantaremos meetings held 

since 1995 –  the few he has missed can be counted on one hand, he contends – 

and makes clear through his comments that he has been involved since Vini 

Kantaremos began:  
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Es un placer…ver que la audencia sigue siendo tan grande               
   It’s a pleasure to see that the audience continues to be so big 
 

Es un placer pues ver…caras conocidas  
    It’s a pleasure to see familiar faces 

Through the content of his talk, Gómez establishes his credentials and legitimacy 

as a member of the Vini Kantaremos community, if not a member of the 

Sephardic community, yet his outsider status allows him to express a seemingly 

objective perspective on why Judeo-Spanish is worth maintaining and these 

activities worth attending. 

  

Focusing on language  
 

After finishing his announcements and making the necessary 

introductions, Avraham prepares to hand over the microphone to Matilda, the 

emcee of the evening.  He concludes his introductory remarks by wishing them a 

good evening: Ke pasen una buena velada sefaradí de kantes y kuentos! 

(Have a good Sephardic evening of songs and stories!).  The degree of Modern 

Spanish interference present in his Judeo-Spanish is worth noting, as is Matilda’s 

explicit correction of his lexical, through not his grammatical, errors.  He 

expresses his wish for the audience by using the polite Modern Spanish 

construction “que pasen” (3rd person plural), a form that does not exist in Judeo-

Spanish.  A more common phrasing in Judeo-Spanish would be the direct, 

second-person plural command pasad (“pass”, 2nd person plural). His 

pronunciation of velada also reflects Spanish phonetics [ßelaΘa] rather than the 



 200

Judeo-Spanish pronunciation [velada].  However, velada is a Modern Spanish 

word, not Judeo-Spanish, as Matilda points out following Avraham’s introductory 

comments.  Matilda greets the audience and immediately corrects Avraham’s 

use of the Modern Spanish velada, rather than the Judeo-Spanish nochada, for 

“evening”: 

Avraham:  Ke pasen una buena velada sefaradi de kantes i 
kuentos! 

  Have a good Sephardic evening of songs and stories! 
Audience:  ((applause)) 
Matilda:  Buenas noches keridos amigos.   

Good evening dear friends.   
No vamos a pasar aki una velada,  
We’re not going to have a ‘velada’[evening, MSpan], 
Vamos a pasar una nochada,  
We’re going to spend an evening, 
Una nochada de kantes y kuentos.   
An evening of songs and stories. 

 
Overall, the Sephardim are accepting of the various levels of Judeo-Spanish 

competence and the increase in foreign and modern influences, but as I describe 

in Chapter 3, there is much less tolerance of lexical and phonetic influences from 

Modern Spanish – specifically on the part of a Judeo-Spanish language teacher 

such as Matilda.   

What is perhaps more important and striking than the inappropriate use of 

velada, however, is Avraham’s qualification of the evening as “Sephardic”.  He 

explicitly wishes the audience a good “Sephardic evening” of songs and stories, 

rather than the less marked possibility of wishing them a “good evening” of 

“Sephardic songs and stories”.  What is modified in this case are not the 
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particularly identifiable Sephardic contents of the evening, what Barth (1969) 

would refer to as “diacritica of ethnicity”, but the evening itself.  This raises the 

question of what Sephardic is, what makes an event Sephardic, how Sephardic-

ness is enacted – both in public and in private – and the high degree of self-

consciousness by which these evenings are characterized.  The need to qualify 

an event as a “Sephardic” event carries with it the implication that without the 

presence of the evening’s particular Sephardic elements (songs, stories, foods), 

and certainly without the audience members’ attendance, their evening would 

just be “regular”, unmarked, undifferentiated from the others, and therefore un-

Sephardic – just plain Israeli.  These elements, once upon a time part of 

everyday practice, have now been extracted and reified as a unique cultural 

marker for which people will pay a monthly fee to access.  In many ways, the 

older generation still lives a “Sephardic” life full of “Sephardic evenings”, and 

those Sephardic evenings are natural and authentic in a way that Vini 

Kantaremos is not.  Vini Kantaremos is a self-conscious, formalized event, and 

while it is entertaining and effective in motivating a large group of people to 

participate, this mode of performance is in no way authentically “Sephardic”.  

Years ago, being Sephardic meant something very different than it does today, 

yet if there is hope for the culture and for Sephardic identity to continue, the 

definitions must necessarily change. 

Judeo-Spanish is the primary language of interaction on the stage, in 

contrast to the main floor, where Hebrew and Judeo-Spanish are both spoken 
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among the audience members.  While for the most part it is merely the language 

spoken, Judeo-Spanish often becomes a topic of metalinguistic focus as well.  In 

addition to Matilda’s correction of Avraham’s, it is important to focus on 

Avraham’s own self-correction as well.  Much of Modern Spanish and Judeo-

Spanish lexicon are so similar that at times the only way to distinguish between 

them is at the level of phonetic contrasts, as I discuss in Chapters 2 and 3.  The 

fact that Judeo-Spanish maintains three phonemes for what have simplified into 

one in Modern Spanish has become a source of pride and differentiation that 

they want to hold on to, as evidenced by their insistence on maintaining this 

distinction while being open to borrowings and phonetic influence from others 

languages.  When non-native speakers or semi-speakers who have been 

exposed to Modern Spanish use Modern Spanish phonetics in their speech, they 

are quickly corrected by the audience – if they don’t correct themselves first.  

Therefore, when Avraham refers to two “mujeres”, he immediately self-corrects 

and repeats himself with the Judeo-Spanish pronunciation of “mujeres, mujeres” 

before anyone else – specifically Matilda, since she has already corrected him 

once this evening – has the chance.  This reflects the preference for self-repair, 

which, as Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks have (1977:362) noted, is significantly 

more common and preferred over other-repair.  This is especially true when that 

“other” is Matilda, who boldly corrects Avraham in front of the group for using the 

Modern Spanish velada.  Through her correction, Matilda asserts her 

authoritative and expert status relative to Avraham as well as her willingness to 



 203

correct him in such an obvious and public way.  It is perhaps in reaction to this 

that Avraham later feels compelled to provide numerous linguistic alternatives 

later in his talk. 

Another interesting example of Avraham’s metalinguistic focus is his 

translation of certain non-Latin based lexical items in Judeo-Spanish to Modern 

Spanish.  There are a number of situations where he follows his use of a Judeo-

Spanish word of Turkish origin with a Modern Spanish translation.  In only one 

situation does he explicitly reference the Turkish etymology of the word:  

Tenemos dos musafires oy ke van a participar.  Dos huéspedes, 
dos musafires, si, palavra turka  
We have two guest today that are going to participate.  Two ‘guests’ (MS), 
two ‘guests’ (Judeo-Spanish), yes, a Turkish word.   

 
Y ke nos kuente algunas shakas, chistes, algunas shakas, y para 

un poko reir y olvidar lo malo. 
And tell us some jokes, jokes, some jokes, and to laugh a little and forget 
the bad. 
 

Ay muchos hazinos en estos dias, si? Muchos hazinos, enfermos. 
There are many sick people these days, yes?  Many sick, sick. 

 

In the first two examples, Avraham  uses the Judeo-Spanish word and 

immediately provides its Modern Spanish equivalent, before repeating the word 

again in Judeo-Spanish.  In the third example, he repeats the Judeo-Spanish 

word twice before providing the Modern Spanish but does not follow with the 

Judeo-Spanish.  

A Modern Spanish speaker unfamiliar with Judeo-Spanish would not 

understand these terms, as they are all of Turkish origin, but there are maybe a 
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handful of Spanish speakers in the audience.  More widely represented in the 

audience are Hebrew speakers with little or no Judeo-Spanish knowledge, for 

whom these translations serve no purpose.  More than that, the few segments of 

evening conducted in Hebrew have no translation whatsoever.  The assumption 

is therefore that anyone in the audience would speak Hebrew, thus obviating the 

need for translation for those segments, but not everyone would speak Judeo-

Spanish – and if they didn’t, that Modern Spanish would be of more help than 

Hebrew.  This is not the case, and those Hebrew-speakers who are familiar with 

the songs but not the language, who attend simply to hear the sound of Judeo-

Spanish, don’t understand most of the explanatory material, and no effort is 

made to accommodate them.  Perhaps the best explanation of why Avraham 

provides such translations and duplicates rests in his need to demonstrate his 

own authority relative to Matilda.  During this event, Avraham is literally and 

figuratively “on stage”.  His status as host of the event and his location relative to 

the audience and use of the microphone leads the participants to view him as an 

authority figure and performer, and as such, there are certain expectations that 

they bring to the moment, as well as expectations that he may have for himself.  

Avraham is hyper-aware not just of what he says, but how he says it – especially 

after being corrected – and attempts to cover all bases by attempting to 

demonstrate his knowledge of both Modern Spanish and Judeo-Spanish.   

At the same time, however, Avraham tries to cover all Judeo-Spanish 

bases as well.  Judeo-Spanish is characterized by significant lexical variation 
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based on the origin of the speaker, and family terminology is one area in 

particular where this variation is seen.  In the following example, when Avraham 

mentions customs of their grandparents’ generation, he uses both accepted 

Judeo-Spanish terms while avoiding the Modern Spanish term abuelo 

altogether: 

Un poko mensionar en ivrit algunas kostumbres ke muestros padres, 
las vavas, las nonas, el papu, el nono, ya savian y ya konosian desde 
su chikes. 
 
I’ll mention in Hebrew of some customs that our parents, the 
grandmothers [Turkish], the grandmothers [Greek], the grandfather 
[Turkish], the grandfather [Greek], knew and were familiar with from their 
childhood. 
 

Nono and nona are of Italian origin, while vava and papu come from Greek.  

Native Judeo-Spanish speakers may be familiar with both options, but they 

typically use one term or the other, not both.  However, in an effort to evoke 

nostalgia, it is possible that Avraham chooses to use both terms in order to evoke 

the memories that the participants associate with the terminology they grew up 

using and hearing.   

Regardless of the motivations for Avraham’s self-conscious use of 

language, what we see through this analysis is the heightened attention to 

language in the context of Judeo-Spanish.  Avraham is not officially a “performer” 

in the way that Matilda and the musicians and vocalists are, but his speech is 

indeed a performance.  He knows that he will be evaluated by the audience, 

including Matilda, who is part of his audience when he is speaking.  Evaluation, 

as Duranti (1997:16) suggests, is an ever-present dimension of language use, 
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without evaluation: “We are constantly being evaluated by our listeners and by 

ourselves as our own listeners”.  Avraham, by virtue of his presence on the 

stage, is accountable for both the content and form of his language.  As an 

imperfect speaker, however, he serves as an example of the variation in linguistic 

abilities that are permissible within the category of “Sephardic”. 

 

Focusing on how things used to be 

One of the primary topics of the evening is the relationship between 

Judeo-Spanish songs and the past, both in terms of history and personal 

experience.  Following Avraham’s comments, the main segment of the evening 

begins.  Matilda comes to the stage and introduces performers, filling in between 

songs and stories with comments and stories of her own (storytelling will be 

addressed in Chapter 5).  In between performances, Matilda tries to evoke 

nostalgia by reminding the audience of how these songs were intertwined with 

their personal past: 

Es kon estos kantes ke muestras madres mos kunaban, kuando 
eramos kriaturas.  Es kon estos kantes ke kresimos mozotros, y mos 
kedaron adientro. Las romanzas, ke muestras madres konosian, 
komo “Ay mansevo, ay mansevo” y otras romanzas ke mozotros ya 
no mos akodramos mas. 
 
It’s with these songs that our mothers rocked us, when we were babies.  
It’s with these songs that we grew up, and they remained inside of us.  
The ballads, which our mothers knew, like “Ay mansevo, ay mansevo” and 
other ballads that we don’t remember anymore.  
 

Matilda tells the audience not only that “we” grew up with these songs, but that 

they “remained inside us”, despite the fact that “we” don’t remember them.  
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Similarly, in Chapter 5, I discuss how Matilda makes the same claims to her 

students about stories remaining permanently one’s heart, if not in one’s mind: 

Y esto te keda al tino para siempre, se puede dizir, mismo si no es al 
tino, te keda aki adientro. 
 
And this stays in your mind forever, you can say, even if it’s not in your 
mind, it stays here ((points to heart)) inside. 
 

Through these statements, Matilda reveals the belief that cultural socialization 

begins during the early days in the cradle.  She does not argue that this 

knowledge necessarily becomes part of people’s unconscious practices, or 

habitus (Bourdieu 1990), as she notes that for many, the songs or stories do 

indeed stay in their minds.  Her contention that “we don’t remember ((the songs)) 

anymore” assumes that many did have that conscious knowledge in the past, but 

no longer do.  The circumstances of their lives and the demands of their country 

led many Sephardim to forget what they heard and learned as children.  For 

Matilda, however, whether Sephardim remember these songs and stories now is 

not as important as the fact that they, at some point in their lives, experienced 

them.  Through events like Vini Kantaremos, Matilda – rather than teaching new 

information – hopes to facilitate the repatriation of this cultural knowledge to the 

audience’s conscious awareness. 

 Following the performance of Povareta Muchachika (Poor Girl), Matilda 

contrasts the performance with the unaccompanied way songs were song in the 

past: Ansina kantavan muestras madres, ma kantavan solas, solikas (Our 

mothers sang like that, but they sang alone, all alone).  The activity of singing 
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has dramatically shifted in recent generations, from an intimate, social activity – 

following a meal, as Yehoram Gaon explained, or while cleaning and cooking – 

to a public performance, along with musical accompaniment, in which the 

performers and audience members are clearly distinguished.  In Vini 

Kantaremos, the audience, while separated physically from the performers, is still 

encouraged to sing, as demonstrated by the availability of song sheets and the 

encouragement of the performers. 

 Matilda also explains that some of the songs are of a didactic nature, their 

purpose being a demonstration of culturally appropriate behavior: amostrar a 

todos ke se komporten ansina (to show everyone that they should behave like 

this).  Embedded within this explanation, however, is a criticism of the behavior of 

people today: porke agora ya no se estan komportando de esta manera 

(because now they are not behaving in this manner anymore).  She doesn’t 

specify who “they” are, but the sense is that her comment is representative of a 

general communal lamenting of how thing are now, rather than how they used to 

be.  The contrast extends beyond language shift to encompass a general loss of 

tradition and changing notions of respect – for family, for the elderly and for the 

traditional Sephardic values that have passed out of fashion and been replaced 

by more modern, Israeli values.  The past is not idealized entirely, however.  

Matilda acknowledges that women were treated poorly by making a vague 

reference to “un tiempo” (“at one time [in the past]”) and insists that this would 

no longer be acceptable today.  She explains the story of the song, “Tu la keres, 
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yo la kero” (You want her, I want her), in which two men arguing over a woman 

decide to play darts to determine who will “win” her.  She comments: Un tiempo 

era ansina kon las mujeres.  Oy esto es imposible! (At one time it was like 

that with women.  Today this is impossible!). 

   

Focusing on the songs 

During Vini Kantaremos, Matilda also dedicates much of her time to 

providing background on the songs’ histories and educating the audience about 

the various genres, describing, for example, the difference between a romanza 

(ballad) and the more generic kantiga (song).  As I referred to earlier in this 

chapter, Perez’s complaint about the overuse of the term romanza is a sign of 

nostalgia, which he sees as detrimental to the future of Judeo-Spanish studies.  

Matilda is a stickler for correct labeling, also, but given that this is not a 

classroom, and the audience members are mostly native speakers and years 

Matilda’s senior, she is careful about how she phrases this, as well as other, 

explanations: 

Tornad agora a la pagina tres.  Aki vamos avlar de romanzas.  Ya 
savesh ke ay diferensia entre kantiga y romanza.  La kantiga kanta 
de amor, una koza lirika, puede kantar para avlar del tiempo, para 
avlar de la natura.  La romanza konta un kuento y viene 
direchamente d’Espanya. 
   
Turn to page three.  Here we’re going to talk about ‘romanzas’.  You 
already know that there is a difference between ‘kantiga’ and ‘romanza’.  
The kantiga sings of love, a lyric thing, it can be sung to talk about the 
weather, to talk about nature.  The romanza tells a story and comes 
directly from Spain. 
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While a majority of Sephardic ballads come from Spain, some were based on 

biblical or Jewish themes, some were built on themes from other ballad traditions 

and others were created independently following the Expulsion.   But for the sake 

of simplicity, not to mention to authenticate the traditional and historical link 

between the Sephardim and Spain, this distinction is sufficient.   

The way Matilda phrases this mini-lesson is important, however.  She 

prefaces it with “ya savesh” (you [plural] already know), similar to Gómez’s use 

of the Modern Spanish “como ya saben” (as you [plural] already know) in 

reference to the law passed by the Knesset  for the protection of Judeo-Spanish. 

This expression will be used time and again by Matilda over the course of the 

evening, as she attempts to educate without threatening face (Goffman 1967, 

Brown and Levinson 1987).  Brown and Levinson talk about face as something 

emotionally invested,  “that can be lost, maintained or enhanced, and must be 

constantly attended to in interaction” (1987:61).  Matilda uses the expression ya 

savesh to preface her discussion of the songs themselves, the way in which they 

were sung, as well as what songs the audience members know, for example: ya 

savesh las palavras (you already know the words).  The distinction between 

“romanza” and “kantiga”, however, is something that most Sephardim do not 

know or at least do not know as an explicit rule, as evidenced by the frequent 

mislabeling, but Matilda is able to teach them without insulting their intelligence 

or knowledge about their culture by presenting it as something they already know 

– she is just reminding them: ya savesh ke ay diferensia entre kantiga i 
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romansa (you already know that there’s a difference between a song and a 

ballad), 

 This context is delicate, as the participants haven’t given their permission 

to be “taught” like the students in Matilda’s classroom, nor have they opened 

themselves to the possibility of being shown the gaps in their knowledge of this 

heritage.  In the classroom, there are clearly-defined roles, but the participants 

are not divided by a stage and a microphone, and their voices – whether full of 

objection or alignment – are more easily heard.  In a classroom, the students 

come to learn, but in an event like this, the participants come to actively take part 

in their culture, to be entertained, and to remember.  It should be noted that as 

much as this expression is used in this context, it is rarely, used in the classroom.  

By virtue of attending a language class, the students openly acknowledge their 

status as learners and the incompleteness of their knowledge of the language 

and culture, and they open themselves to the teacher-student dynamic.   

So why tell people what they already know?, as Kroskrity (1999:284) asks 

when Rosalie Bethel, his linguistic consultant, provides explanatory information in 

her narrative performance that are absent in other in-group performances.  He 

suggests that it is both the various participants – immediate as well as 

anticipated via videotape – and Rosalie’s hope that her performance will one day 

be used as a cultural model within the Mono language renewal efforts that lead 

her to explain what, in the immediate context, would otherwise be unnecessary.  

Matilda’s use of ya savesh recognizes the diversity her audience and the 
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multiplicity of their experience.  Despite the fact that she addresses them all as if 

they grew up in the same cultural world and continue to share the same 

experiences, she knows this is not the case.  Vini Kantaremos began in 1995, 

and she has witnessed the changes in the makeup of the audience over the 

years.  Today, with fewer Judeo-Spanish speakers and fewer people familiar with 

the breath of the Sephardic musical repertoire, her audience is anything but 

homogenous.  Children and grandchildren with little or no familiarity with the 

language accompany members of the older generation, as well as Ashkenazim 

and others with no personal ties to Sephardic culture.  This linguistic construction 

becomes a way of establishing an expectation or standard of what the target 

audience should already know by virtue of being Sephardic, serving to educate 

those who don’t know and validate those who do, but without condescension or 

embarrassment.   

 Even though many of the audience members are familiar with the songs 

and could sing along without the aid of song sheets, it is possible to sing 

memorized words but lose the overall meaning, theme or feel of the song.   

In addition, many of the participants do not know the songs, nor would they 

understand the general meaning upon hearing them sung.  For this reason, 

Matilda will often review the content of the songs, reading the lines aloud or 

summarizing the storyline.  She also editorializes about the songs, guiding the 

audience in how they should be interpreted through her use of evaluations 

(Labov 1967): “La roza en la guerta”, ke es una kantiga triste ma muy 
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ermoza (The Rose in the Garden, which is a sad but beautiful song).  Whether 

they understand the lyrics, the participants know to expect a sad song.  Not all 

songs are included in the song packets, due in part to financial constraints that 

limit the amount of pages that can be duplicated for 80-100 people.   

 
Figure 3: Use of song sheets 

Some members of the audience follow the lyrics in their song booklets,  
while others sing without them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Matilda also explains, some lyrics are just not necessary to provide, as 

the audience “already knows the words”: No esta eskrito aki porke ya lo 

konosesh a memoria.  No ay menester.  Ya savesh las palavras (It’s not 

written here because you all know it by heart.  There is no need.  You already 

know the words).  Throughout the evening, Matilda constantly tells the audience 

what they know, what they know well, what they’ve heard many times, what they 

were taught but have forgotten, as well as what “we” – herself included – don’t 

remember anymore.  Just as she prefaces her ballad explanation with “ya 
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savesh”, Matilda tells the audience time and again that they already know the 

words and stories behind a majority of the songs performed and therefore don’t 

need the lyrics in front of them.  “Ya savesh” becomes a powerful yet subtle way 

for Matilda to establish a standard of what the audience, by virtue of being 

Sephardic, should know, not what they necessarily do  know, without making 

them feel uncomfortable or calling into question their authenticity as members of 

the Sephardic community.   

 The audience of Vini Kantaremos is comprised primarily of Sephardim 

over the age of 60, but there are some non-Sephardim, some non-native 

speakers and some young people in attendance.  Yet throughout much of the 

evening, the audience is lumped into one category that supports the 

generalizations made by the organizers, such as “the customs of our parents”, “ 

with these songs that our mothers rocked us” and “we don’t remember anymore”.  

The variation is acknowledged only rarely, and almost exclusively with regard to 

the Jerusalemites – those born and raised in Jerusalem and whose family’s 

presence in Jerusalem dates back generations.  When introducing one song in 

particular Matilda states: No se si vozotros de Yerushalayim lo konosesh (I 

don’t know if you from Jerusalem know it).  In contrast, she describes another 

song as: una kantiga muy konosida en Yerushalayim (a song very well-known 

in Jerusalem).  These comments serve to acknowledge the musical variation – 

many people know the same songs, regardless of where they grew up, but there 

are some region-specific songs – and legitimate the fact that some groups may 
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be less familiar with certain songs than others.  Since the Jerusalemites are a 

minority in this group, lyrics to songs well known among them are included in the 

packet, while some songs unfamiliar to them, but familiar to the rest of the group, 

are not.  The Jerusalemites are the only sub-group recognized in the audience, 

even though the audience members represent numerous cities and countries of 

origin.    

Matilda also traces the origins of the songs, mentioning for example which 

come from Spain, which from France, etc.  At one point in the evening, before 

Betty begins the ballad “Povareta Muchachika” (Poor Girl), Matilda calls 

attention to its Jerusalem origin and the fact that it’s based on true events: 

Antes de “Povareta Muchachika”, ke ya savesh todos, kero 
kontarvos un punto el kuento de esta romanza, porke esta es una 
romanza eskrita no en Espanya, ma en Yerushalayim. Porke en 
Yerushalayim akontesio un kauvzo de una ija ke s’enamoro de un 
manseviko ke pasava siempre delantre de su ventana 
 
Before Povareta Muchachika, that you all already know, I want to tell you 
for a minute the story of this ballad, because it’s a ballad written not in 
Spain, but in Jerusalem.  Because in Jerusalem a case happened of a girl 
that fell in love with a boy that always passed before her window. 
 

Matilda explains to the audience that when the girl finds out that her lover is 

engaged to be married, she dresses up as a boy, takes a knife, finds the couple 

at a dance, and stabs the girlfriend to death.  How does the song begin?, she 

asks rhetorically.  “Povareta muchachika, ke esta en una oskura prision” 

(Poor little girl, that is in a dark prison).  

 Matilda’s attention to the local origin of the ballad contradicts her earlier 

contention that ballads by definition come directly from Spain: La romanza konta 
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un kuento y viene direchamente d’Espanya (The ballad tells a story and 

comes directly from Spain).  The label “romanza” endows a song with the weight 

of Spanish authenticity and authority, even when misused.  A “ballad” of local 

origin based on real events is authentic in its own right and demonstrates a 

Sephardic link to Jerusalem, in addition to links to Spain.  Ties to Spain may 

endow a song with a sense of authority, tradition and history, but focusing on the 

song’s local origin demonstrates that the Sephardim haven’t served merely as 

mouthpieces, transmitting songs produced independently of them centuries ago 

in Spain, but rather they are constantly contributing to the creation and 

elaboration of a newer corpus of material that is traditional and authoritative in its 

own right.  The characters from Povareta Muchachika are more realistic and 

familiar to them than the daughter of a Medieval king (a typical figure in 

Sephardic ballads), and the setting in which the events took place are likewise 

easier to imagine, as a majority of the audience has lived in Jerusalem for 

decades.  Tragic as the story may be, there is nonetheless a sense of pride 

associated with a ballad which grew out of their city.    

 

Songs for the future  

To further demonstrate the continuing evolution of Sephardic musical 

tradition, Matilda includes among the songs performed that evening two original 

songs that she wrote together with the composer Haim Tzur.  These have been 

sung in the past at Vini Kantaremos, but they are still unfamiliar enough to the 
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general audience that the lyrics are included in the song packet.  One is a 

cheerful song is about drinking raki (arak), a common part of traditional 

Sephardic life and subject of other songs, most notably, La vida do por el raki 

(I’d give my life for arak).  The other, entitled Espanya por siempre (Spain 

Forever) is an original song written by Matilda and whose lyrics include nostalgic 

references to Spain:  

Espanya tierra de mis abuelos/Espanya tierra de mis dolores 
Espanya tierra de mis amores/Te tengo siempre en el korason 
 
Spain, land of my grandfathers/ Spain, land of my pains 
Spain, land of my loves/ I have you always in my heart 

Espanya por siempre is a nostalgic and idealized reference to a country the 

Sephardim were forced to flee over five hundred years ago.  So much has 

happened to them as a community since that time; their language and customs 

have changed and evolved, and most Sephardim that I spoke with had little 

connection, if any, to Spain.  Much more recent in the communal, if not personal, 

memory is their time in Turkey, Greece, and other areas where they were 

accepted and continued to flourish as a community following the Expulsion.  

References to Spain, however, in particular in public settings like this, help create 

a sense continuity that unifies the audience as members of a larger history and 

community.  At the conclusion of the song, Matilda tells the audience that 

Espanya por siempre is proof that new songs can be written in Judeo-Spanish.  

If new songs are being written today, there is hope for the continued survival of 

the language.  Judeo-Spanish is therefore not something merely of the past, but 
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encompasses an active present as well, which in turn offers hope about its 

future.  

 Despite efforts to document and promote these songs, they are not being 

transmitted to future generations.  Gómez mentions the importance and ability of 

the audience to save these songs from disappearing, for the sake of Spanish and 

Judeo-Spanish.  Matilda mentions this fact as well as she praises Betty Klein and 

Moti, a guest performer, for their willingness to learn various songs: 

Kual si kere kantiga les demandemos de amberzarsen y kantar, eyos 
se ambezan y kantan.  Y esto es muy importante, muy importante.  
Porke ay kantigas ke son olvidadas y eyos mos las pueden traer 
atras. 
 
Whatever song we ask them to learn and sing, they learn and sing.  And 
this is very important, very important.  Because there are songs that are 
forgotten and they can bring them back for us. 
 

She acknowledges that many of the songs are being forgotten, but she implies 

that this is not without remedy.  Rather than mourn what has been lost, she is 

actively working to reverse the trend and fix what damage has been done.  If Moti 

and Betty can learn these songs and bring them back to life – “back for us”, as 

Matilda says above – there is hope for others to take part in the rescue of the 

songs and the language.  However, as I described earlier in the chapter, the 

documentation and promotion of these songs is a double-edged sword.  At the 

same time that song collections prevent the songs from disappearing as their 

singers forget or pass away, this process also results in the standardization of a 

previously dynamic genre, or what Hinton (1994) describes as “pickling” rather 

than “saving” a language or culture.  Song books become seen within the 
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community as the authoritative source of cultural knowledge.  Like Sol Maimaran, 

those who do not know all of a song book’s contents or perhaps know different 

versions of songs may question their own authenticity and claims to authoritative 

status.  Whether these unintentional consequences are a worthwhile tradeoff to 

keep their verbal art from being forgotten can only be judged by the Sephardim 

themselves.  

Once a month, over the course of a three-hour evening, the organizers of 

Vini Kantaremos work to recreate a sense of community, reinforcing the past 

and current ties between participants.  The past is evoked through nostalgic 

references to the collective Sephardic history – the family, religious customs, 

food, how things were “un tiempo” (at one time), and how it used to be “onde 

mozotros” (among us) – through the songs and stories, themselves laden with 

memories, and through the language, Judeo-Spanish.  Explanatory narratives 

are interwoven with traditional songs and stories, and together, create links 

between memories of past performances and the present, and they reinforce 

bonds between participants as members of a community with a rich heritage and 

a lengthy history.   

 

Conclusion 

 I would like to conclude this chapter by describing an event that occurred 

at the end of the June Vini Kantaremos meeting – the last meeting of the Jewish 

calendar year until the fall, following the High Holidays of Rosh Hashana and 
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Yom Kippur.  During the final song, Kuando el rey Nimrod (When King 

Nimrod), the musicians, singers and storytellers that had formally participated in 

the evening gathered together on the stage to lead the audience in this crowd-

pleasing favorite.  At the song’s end, the organizers wished the audience a good 

night and expressed their hope to see everyone again in the fall.  They exited the 

stage as the participants gathered their belongings and began to say their 

goodbyes.  Within one minute, over the noise of the crowd, a faint song could be 

heard from the back of the auditorium.  Not wanting to miss an opportunity to 

witness spontaneous performance, I grabbed my camera and darted through the 

crowd in time to see a small group of people singing around a table, apparently 

not ready for the evening to be over.  The leader of the group was standing next 

to the table, singing loudly and gesturing with his arms, alternating his gaze and 

posture between the group singing and the crowd forming around him, 

encouraging others to join.   

Gradually, more and more people gathered around the table and joined 

the singing, happy for another opportunity to choose their favorite songs to sing 

and keep the evening going.  Within minutes, Betty Klein returned to the stage 

and her microphone, and offered a musical accompaniment to the group. 

The singing continued another ten minutes before dying down, and then once 

again it was time to say goodbye.  The beauty of this spontaneous performance 

was the way that it demonstrated the importance of active participation in singing.  

Songs are not merely something to be silently admired from afar save for 
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applause at the end, such as in the ballad evening at the Israel Museum that I 

describe earlier.   

Figure #4: Spontaneous performance 
The leader of this spontaneous performance encourages others to join in 

through gesturing and facing the crowd, while those sitting around the table 
sing and clap along with him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the Sephardim, singing has always been a participatory activity, accessible to 

all regardless of talent, and the history of shira batzibur (communal singing) in 

Israel shows that this was not limited to the Sephardic community.  Vini 

Kantaremos does indeed allow and encourage audience participation, but in the 

face of a four-month break for summer and knowing how rarely these songs are 

sung in natural contexts, the participants long to fit in that much more singing – 

and to be the ones making the decisions as to which songs to sing and when. 

 Judeo-Spanish songs have long been interesting to Hispanists and 

folklorists, but now the activity of singing has become important to language 
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activists working to keep Judeo-Spanish alive.  The context of singing has 

changed dramatically over recent decades, from intimate, private performances 

to formalized, public ones.  Whereas singing used to be but one means of 

expressing Sephardic identity, today it has become a self-conscious and iconized 

way of symbolizing Sephardicness.  We see this clearly in Avraham’s suggestion 

that the Vini Kantaremos audience enjoy their “Sephardic evening”.  The songs, 

the stories, the typical pastries and the language used on stage all come together 

to make these monthly gatherings “Sephardic” in a way that the participants’ 

other daily activities are not.  

There are fewer and fewer private performances of Sephardic songs that 

persist to this day.  While organized, public performances such as Vini 

Kantaremos alter the activity from what it was and what it meant in the past, both 

promoting one standard version of each song through the use of photocopied 

lyrics and limiting the audience’s participatory role, they also create opportunities 

to educate the participants about the Sephardic past, teach them new songs and 

reinforce a sense of community.  Perhaps most important to the goal of Judeo-

Spanish revitalization, however, is the way that singing, guided by Matilda’s 

supplemental narrative, activates memories of the past and encourages 

participants to bring those memories into the present, thus fueling an interest in 

Judeo-Spanish’s future. 
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CHAPTER 5   

SEPHARDIC NARRATIVE PERFORMANCE  

 
De ke mozotros empisimos azer este lavor?  Porke estos  

kuentos estan desaparesiendo.  Porke este mundo esta  
desaparesiendo.  Porke ya, ya no estamos mas. 

            Why did we start to do this work?  Because these stories are 
disappearing.  Because this world is disappearing.   

                       Because we’re, we’re not here anymore. 
 

 
 
Introduction 

Storytelling, like singing, has long been an integral part of Sephardic  

daily life.  Traditional Sephardic narratives, including fairytales, legends, 

moralistic tales and humorous tales, were told in a variety of informal contexts 

and served both entertainment and didactic purposes, teaching Jewish history 

and customs, culturally appropriate behavior and the importance of laughter.  

Esther Levy describes the Sunday night ritual common to Sephardim of her 

generation that would take place at her grandmother’s house, where aunts, 

neighbors and others would gather to share stories: 

Kuando eramos ijikas chikas, no avia onde ir, onde venir.  Noche de 
alhad era ir onde la vava, sintar, bevir kave, bizkocho, y kada uno 
kontava una konseja.  Una vizina kontava, una tia, y mos akodramos 
un poko.   
 
When we were little girls, there wasn’t anywhere to go, anywhere to come 
to.  Sunday nights we would go to my grandmother’s to sit, drink coffee, 
[eat] cake, and each one would tell a story.  A neighbor would tell, an aunt, 
and we would remember a little.   
 

Gatherings like that described above, once a common part of Sephardic life, are 

now rare.  With fewer Judeo-Spanish speakers today, there are consequently 



 224

fewer competent Sephardic storytellers.  And with more entertainment options 

available, sitting at home and listening to traditional Sephardic narratives about 

unfamiliar themes and in an unfamiliar language is significantly less attractive to 

young people today.   

Esther describes how she would try to make her grandchildren laugh by 

translating traditional Sephardic stories into Hebrew, as their knowledge of 

Judeo-Spanish is “nada nada nada” (nothing nothing nothing), but they simply 

weren’t interested.  She suggests that modern modes of entertainment captivate 

their interest instead: Tienen otras kosas: maHshev, wide’o. (They have other 

things: computers, video.).  Esther codeswitches to Hebrew to list the objects that 

entertain her grandchildren today, as words for these objects do not exist in the 

Judeo-Spanish she grew up speaking and she is unfamiliar with recent lexical 

innovations for modern concepts.  They didn’t exist in Modern Spanish or 

Hebrew until recently either, but since computers and videocassettes arrived to 

Esther in the Israeli context, she uses the associated Hebrew terms, even when 

speaking Judeo-Spanish.  Esther’s need to switch languages in order to discuss 

this topic highlights the already perceived incompatibility between the modern, 

Hebrew-speaking world and the traditional, Judeo-Spanish world. 

Taking Esther’s grandchildren’s lack of interest in hearing her stories, 

even when translated to Hebrew, as a concrete example of a broader 

phenomenon, we see that it is not just the language barrier that prevents these 

stories from being transmitted; the change lies in the relationship nowadays to 
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storytelling as an activity.  Storytelling was an informal, participatory activity that 

would take place in the home, over cake and coffee and that involved a cross-

section of three or four generations of a family.  Today, this is rarely the case.  

Similar to the change in orientation with respect to Sephardic music discussed in 

the previous chapter, Sephardic storytelling has likewise undergone, and 

continues to undergo, a reorientation.  Stories are still told in some of the same 

contexts as they have been in the past, in informal gatherings of friends and 

families, but this happens less and less, and, as a result, new contexts have 

been created to supplement the few remaining natural contexts.  This creation of 

new contexts has altered the makeup of the audience, from one that knew the 

language, understood the references, and in many ways lived in that traditional 

world to one that has but one foot – if that – in the Sephardic linguistic and 

cultural world.  The proverbs that were once so prevalent in conversation are 

now lost on younger generations.  Stories whose morals were used to reinforce 

already dominant values and ideas no longer have the impact they once did, 

even in translation.  Yet narrative, both traditional and personal, continues to 

function in the lives of many Sephardim.  In the coming sections, I will discuss 

some of these new storytelling contexts that have been created, highlighting the 

way that storytelling is taught, how it is organized as an activity, how stories are 

interactively produced and how they are experienced in people’s lives.   
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Storytelling and Judeo-Spanish Revitalization  

  Sephardic traditional narratives were largely neglected by scholars relative 

to Judeo-Spanish ballads, but those who did take an interest in them tended to 

view them also as “relics”, ignoring the prolonged cultural contact between the 

Sephardim and others populations.  As Armistead notes, “most Hispanists have 

taken the entire corpus to be a marvelous, multi-secular survival of pre-1492 

Spanish tradition, preserved intact and unmodified” (Armistead 1992a:xiii).  Upon 

examination, we see that this is not the case.  In Judeo-Spanish narratives we 

see Muslim and Christian influences, as well as secular influences from fairy 

tales, legends and proverbs.  A favorite protagonist, the fool Djoha, appears in 

the traditional narratives of different Mediterranean cultures as Gioha, Djuha and 

J’ha, among others.  Reginetta Haboucha suggests that the Sephardim freely 

borrowed from the surrounding cultures, and in doing so, adapted “their 

borrowings to mirror their own values and beliefs” (Haboucha 1992:xix).  Tamar 

Alexander (1986:131-132) notes that stories of heroes and holy men were 

adapted by the Sephardic communities and became stories of their Rabbis and 

heroes.  Later, these stories were contributed to the general pool of Jewish 

traditional tales.  

It was not until after the Holocaust that the intrinsic value of Judeo-

Spanish narratives began to be recognized as a part of Jewish culture that was 

at risk of being lost, as Armistead notes:   

Only after World War II, faced with the full, horrendous significance of the 
Holocaust and the ongoing threat of Balkan and North African nationalism, 
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did Sephardic and Western scholars come to realize that the entire folk 
literary tradition would have to be collected during the next few decades if 
it were to be saved at all (Oral Literature of the Sephardic Jews website). 
 

Given the success and thoroughness of the collection effort, current activities 

within the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement center on familiarizing people 

with the traditional Sephardic narratives, teaching them about the activity of 

storytelling and using these stories as a springboard for teaching them Judeo-

Spanish and the history and culture of the Sephardim.  These activities increase 

people’s ties to their Sephardic past by providing an  opportunity to hear familiar 

stories that bring back memories of their childhood, and in doing so, renew 

people’s interest and involvement in keeping Judeo-Spanish alive.   

 

Story collection  

In Esther’s earlier comment about Sunday night family storytelling, she 

distinguishes between the way stories were told by her family and the way they 

are told now: Esas konsejas no son de los livros (Those folktales are not from 

the books).  In Chapter 4, I similarly note Esther’s contrast between the 

spontaneous activity of singing as a child and the text-centered activity it often is 

today: hayinu qeTanot keshelamadnu.  lo’ hayinu kotvot et zeh lemashal. (We 

were little when we learned.  We didn’t used to write them, for example.).  In 

Esther’s experiences as a young girl, stories, like songs, were transmitted orally 

between family members, friends and neighbors, whereas recent years have 

seen the publication of numerous anthologies of traditional Sephardic stories 
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(see Koen-Sarano 1986, 1991, 1994, 1995, 1999 and Haboucha 1992).  These 

anthologies represent yet another effort to promote Judeo-Spanish and its 

broader Sephardic heritage – in this case, through its traditional narratives.  

In the introduction to one such anthology, Koen-Sarano writes of the need 

to preserve the rich cultural heritage embodied in these stories: 

Este patrimonio de un mundo entero, deshándolo debasho del polvo 
del ulvido de los anyos, sin azer dingún esforso para traerlo a la luz i 
salvarlo.  Este patrimonio de un mundo popular…en una palavra, 
esta biva umanidad, no kale ke se piedra sin deshar trasa en el 
tiempo…I la hohmá i la umor de un pueblo entero no kale ke 
despareskan sin deshar trasa, porké kale ke i muestros ijos puedan 
riir i yorar (ma sovre todo riir, para ke se les avra el korasón) kon 
mozotros, en la lingua ke saven eyos (1986:xix). 
 
This heritage of an entire world, leaving it in the dust of years of forgetting, 
without making any effort to bring it to light and save it.  This heritage of a 
popular world…in a word, this live humanity, it shouldn’t be lost without 
leaving behind a trace in time…And the wisdom and the humor of the 
entire people shouldn’t disappear without a trace, because our children 
should be able to laugh and cry (but above all to laugh, which opens their 
hearts) with us, in the language that they know.  
 

As I mentioned, the collection and documentation of these narratives is driven to 

some degree by Hispanists and researchers of verbal performance, but it is also 

oriented toward the Sephardim themselves, who use these books, much like the 

book Vini Kantaremos in singing activities, to spark their memories and remind 

them of stories they used to know or heard as children.  Students of Judeo-

Spanish also use these collections to help learn the language and its traditional 

tales.  Many of Matilda’s anthologies are published with both Judeo-Spanish and 

Hebrew, in order to make these tales available to a wider, non-Judeo-Spanish 
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speaking audience and increase the level of familiarity among the general Israeli 

population of yet another aspect of Jewish heritage.   

These collections are future-oriented as well.  Matilda describes the 

motivation behind the collection effort as the impending disappearance of 

traditional storytellers; in order to prevent the stories from disappearing along 

with them, she, as well as others, began to collect stories from Sephardim 

around the world.  As she explains to her folklore students during the National 

Authority’s intensive course: 

De ke mozotros empisimpos azer este lavor?  Porke estos kuentos 
estan desaparesiendo.  Porke este mundo esta desaparesiendo.  
Porke ya, ya no estamos mas… D’ainda se topan personas ke 
kontan.  Siempre mas pokas.  Siempre mas pokas, esta es la verdad.  
Siguro. 
 
Why did we start to do this work?  Because these stories are 
disappearing.  Because this world is disappearing.  Because already, 
we’re not here anymore…You can still find people who tell [stories].  
Always fewer.  Always fewer, that’s the truth.  For sure. 
 

According to Matilda, these stories are disappearing because the world in which 

storytelling played such an important role is disappearing.  By this, she means 

that many of the fluent Judeo-Spanish speakers and skilled storytellers have 

died, and despite collection efforts, many stories have died along with them.  This 

point is highlighted in Isaac Jack Lévy and Rosemary Lévy Zumwalt’s recent 

study of Sephardic ritual medical lore, when they write, “Those who remembered 

the past were becoming part of it” (2002:4).  Despite Lévy’s contention that 

culture of his childhood was disappearing, Zumwalt argued, prior to leaving for 

the field, that Sephardic folklore was merely changing: 
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She was sure that Sephardic culture might be different from what Isaac 
remembered as a young child, but that it would be there as something 
new.  In the course of the fieldwork, however, she became convinced that 
he [Isaac] was right.  The distinctly Sephardic culture of his childhood was 
not just changing; it was disappearing.  Children were not learning the 
language, and the culture was being supplanted by the majority culture in 
each of the countries we visited (Levy and Zumwalt 2002:4).  
 

In their quest to document and celebrate Sephardic women and domesticated 

religion, they found themselves in the old age homes of Salonika and Tel Aviv 

interviewing the oldest of the residents, the only remaining keepers of this 

cultural knowledge.   

With the disappearance of the traditional Sephardic world, young people 

are much less interested in hearing tales of kings and legends of Elijah the 

Prophet than past generations, even when, as Esther notes, they are translated 

from Judeo-Spanish to Hebrew.  Thus Matilda’s earlier argument for the need for 

these stories to be available for the next generations en la lingua ke saven 

eyos (in the language they know) may indeed be futile, as it is not just the 

unfamiliar language that prevents these narratives from being relevant to their 

lives.  For Matilda, the loss of “this world” is a reflection of the broader sense of 

loss that she feels as fewer and fewer vestiges remain from a more traditional 

Sephardic world, which included traditional storytellers and people who 

understood their tales, both linguistically and culturally.   

Within Matilda are the voices of hundreds of other storytellers whose 

stories she elicited, recorded and published.  By telling their stories, Matilda is 

keeping their experiences and voices present, even though the original 
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storyteller, as in many cases, might not be alive.  Because so few people still tell 

Sephardic stories, classes have been designed to teach Sephardic traditional 

narratives and special events organized in which storytelling is the primary 

activity.  Before describing these, however, I first discuss academic perspectives 

on narrative performance and how these perspectives guided my research and 

analysis.  

 

Academic Perspectives on Narrative 

An agent-centered process 

In order to focus on the performative, interactive and social components of 

narrative requires that we view it, like all speech events, as situated within and 

constitutive of the social life of members of a community (Hymes 1975).  In 

Chapter 1, I describe the reorientation within narrative studies away from text and 

toward in-context performances, as well as note the increased interest in linking 

linguistic performances to broader political and linguistic ideological contextual 

frames (see Bauman and Briggs 1990, Kroskrity 1999).  The stories people tell, 

whether traditional or personal, can reveal much about the way they understand 

the world and their own place in it. 

With people, rather than texts, at the center of analysis, we see what 

strategies they use to make sense of their traditional narratives and at the same 

time, use narrative to make sense of their experiences.  What makes a narrative 

“traditional”, however, has been contested recently by Bauman.  Previously 
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understood as an inherent quality of a verbal art, Bauman instead defines 

tradition as a strategic process by which people symbolically construct ties 

between the meaningful past and the present, thereby endowing cultural forms 

with both authority and value (Bauman 1992:128).  Through this agent-centered 

perspective, people are seen to creatively and actively contextualize and endow 

verbal art forms with situated meaning and authority – the process he labels 

traditionalization (1992:135-7).  This does not dismiss the importance of the 

broader, collective context, but it encourages an examination of the interplay 

between the individual and the social. 

 

A necessary partnership 

Narrative performances are necessarily different each time as a result of 

the interaction between the narrator and the audience.  The audience plays an 

active role in any narrative event, and this partnership, as Duranti argues, is 

necessary to sustain interaction.  He contends that speakers and audience 

members are equal during interaction, not simply because of their 

interchangeable roles, “but rather because every act of speaking is directed to 

and must be ratified by an audience”  (1986:253).  As such, C. Goodwin argues 

that just as talk may shape the audience, the audience likewise may significantly 

influence the shape of the talk (1986:284).  The audience participates verbally 

and non-verbally in the actual telling, and he further suggests that these actions 

take shape throughout the continuous process of speaker/recipient interaction, 
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which itself is organized “through the use of systematic procedures and displays 

that are not only relevant to the talk but in part constitutive of it” (1986:236).  The 

recipient must do more than simply return the floor to the teller, and the teller 

must continuously monitor and engage the recipient.  This is not only done 

verbally, but nonverbally too, as both body position and gaze play a part in the 

successful telling of a story.   

In Tedlock’s (1983) discussion of Zuni storytelling, he notes that the active 

role of the audience acknowledges the dialogical ground underlying speech, even 

in what are typically considered to be monologic genres.  Similarly, Kroskrity 

describes Arizona Tewa storytellers ability to “speak the past” (1993:144) as an 

interactive accomplishment which requires the participation of the audience.  By 

responding appropriately, the audience acknowledges the role of the narrator, 

thus ratifying his extended turn.  Yet Tewa storytellers often find themselves torn 

between the demands of traditional storytelling conventions and the need to 

adapt their performances to fit the needs of a particular audience.  In addition to 

incorporating personal names and familiar settings to engage their listeners and 

contribute to the immediacy of the performance (Kroskrity 1993:154-155).  They 

may also strategically employ nonverbal communication, such as eye contact 

and body orientation.  One of the most important, yet least intrusive, means of 

contextualizing narratives among the Tewa is through variation of voice.  

Traditional storytellers have voices other than their own available to them, 

including the those of story characters and story-external characters.  Kroskrity 
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(1993:163) argues that by recognizing the ways in which narrators merge these 

various voices, there is less temptation to reify individual narrators, concentrating 

instead on the ways in which they select and present the speaking self.  

Related to the issue of narrative voice is Goffman’s notion of “footing”, 

which suggests that speakers constantly change their alignment over the course 

of talk and, as a result, frame events differently.  A speaker functions as an 

animator when merely a “sounding box” producing an utterance, an author when 

the words and sentiments are his or her own and a principal when his or her 

personal beliefs or positions are established (Goffman 1981:144).  Within the 

context of storytelling, narrators are frequently required to realign themselves by 

removing themselves from the telling and maintain a different footing.  Goffman 

cites Polanyi’s (1979) example of narrative frame breaks, which a narrator does 

in order to characterize protagonists, recap for new listeners, make corrections 

and build drama (1981:152).  It is also important to note, as M. Goodwin (1990:9-

10) argues, that the broader activities in which storytelling is embedded align the 

various participants toward one another in different ways, in addition to shaping a 

story’s structure and internal organization. 

  In my analysis of Sephardic narrative, I follow the perspectives noted 

above in an effort to describe the different ways that Sephardim come together to 

participate in the activity of storytelling.  There are many anthologies of 

Sephardic narratives, but there is little documentation of the contexts in which 

those narratives were told, what preceded and followed them, how the audience 
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responded and contributed to them and what was accomplished through their 

telling.  In these collections, we see what appear to be monologic products but no 

processes, interaction or collaboration.  I do not mean to imply that these 

collections and studies are without value, but rather that much more can be 

understood by capturing performances – instead of texts – and situating them 

within their broader cultural context.  And with the rapid loss of talented 

storytellers, there is little time to waste.  In this chapter, I look at the different 

roles participants play and the different contributions they make throughout 

storytelling activities, both formal and conversational.  Looking at how activities 

are organized today, we can see the various ways in which they differ from, as 

well as how they resemble, the activity as it traditionally looked.  At the same 

time, we can see the new functions that these activities are serving, the new 

value participants attach to them and the new meanings that emerge for the 

organizers and participants alike.  Sephardic storytelling activities will never again 

be what they were in the past, but we can catch glimpses of what they once were 

through examining the ways they look today. 

 

Storytelling in the Classroom 

In recent years, formalized storytelling activities and classes have been 

created to promote Sephardic stories and encourage and train a new generation 

of storytellers.  These activities are particularly interesting sites for the 

examination participation and performance, as different activities bring with them 
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a prescribed set of norms and expectations about participant roles.  Because 

these new performance contexts differ so dramatically from the way in which 

storytelling activities were traditionally organized, they also serve different 

functions, such as helping teach vocabulary and customs, and they allow people 

the opportunity to participate in their traditional culture.   

As part of the five-day intensive Judeo-Spanish course described in 

Chapter 3, the students attend a class each day on Sephardic folklore, taught by 

Matilda.  This course is designed to acquaint students with the various genres of 

Sephardic verbal art,  primarily proverbs and stories, but also to teach them 

about Sephardic verbal art: its historical role in Sephardic life (how they were 

told, by whom, for whom, for what purpose) common themes, and analytical 

approaches to the study of folklore.  I draw on my data from Judeo-Spanish 

courses primarily to focus on the explicit discussion among the participants – the 

teacher and students – of storytelling as an activity.  The classroom context was 

an ideal site for naturally occurring discussions of storytelling, so my analysis of 

the classroom storytelling provided me a lens through which to view Matilda’s 

views on storytelling and the ways she attempts to impart these views to her 

students, with the hope that some of them may learn to be better storytellers and 

help keep the genre and activity alive.  My discussion of the storytelling is 

therefore interwoven with Matilda’s comments about how narrative functioned in 

Sephardic communities.  I then analyze in detail the students’ first collective 

storytelling activity.  The students take turn telling the story, but Matilda is able to 
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accomplish her own goals by including linguistic, cultural and historical elements 

and teaching the students how to continue the process of story documentation. 

 

Storytelling in the past 

 Matilda begins on the first day of class by contrasting the context in which 

stories were historically told with that of today.  Since the students are sitting in a 

classroom with textbooks in front of them, Matilda only needs to make explicit the 

way in which stories used to be told; the contrast is implied by the students’ 

participation in the course and the texts in front of them.  Like Esther, she notes 

the lack of written forms during the storytelling activities she remembers:  

Mozotros no oimos estos kuentos kon livros, kon nada. Los oimos 
en muestra kaza, de los dgenitores, de los nonos, ke los kontavan.  
Sien veses. Dosientas veses.  Mil veses.   
 
We didn’t hear these stories with books, with nothing.  We heard them in 
our homes, from the ancestors, from the grandparents, that told them.  A 
hundred times.  Two hundred times.  A thousand times.   
 

Matilda’s use of mozotros (we) implies the generalized statement “we 

Sephardim” and includes the students and herself as members of this group.  

Through the use of mozotros, Matilda creates a generic Sephardic history that 

applies to all of the students and which functions as the base for their 

experience.  Unlike the background knowledge she expects from Vini 

Kantaremos participants, as we saw in Chapter 4 and will continue to see in this 

chapter, she has a different set of expectations for the students’ knowledge and 

exposure to Sephardic heritage.  Whether this is because of their age 



 238

(significantly younger than average Vini Kantaremos participants) or their role as 

students, which exposes their incomplete, though variable, knowledge and their 

openness to being taught, there is much less concern over maintaining face, and 

this is evidenced by Matilda’s interactions with the students. During Vini 

Kantaremos, Matilda often makes 

strong assertions about the audience’s knowledge of Sephardic culture: 

  Ya savesh ke ay diferensia entre kantiga y romanza. 
You already know that there is a difference between a song  
and a ballad. 
 

but in the classroom context, she hedges her assumptions about their 

background knowledge:  

 Yo kreo ke ya lo savesh.  
     I think you already know it. 
 

  Me imagino ke los-a lo manko este nombre ya lo konosesh!  
     I imagine that you-at least the name you already know!   
 

While Matilda has lower expectations about what students’ discursive knowledge, 

she has higher expecations about the students’ experience, and as we will see 

later, she uses the expression “ya savemos” (as we already know) to activate 

memories of such experiences. 

Matilda describes to the students how different storytellers used stories to 

pursue various goals.  Her grandfather would tell stories just for the sake of 

telling them, whether he had an audience or not and regardless of whether that 

audience was paying attention, while her father, she describes, would tell stories 
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“kon el dedo” (with his finger), explicitly for the purpose of teaching children a 

lesson: 

Mi papa kontava kon el dedo, para dar un eksemplo.  Y estos son los 
kuentos, kero dizir, komo se uzan los kuentos, para aklarar una 
situasion, y se keda aklarada la situasion.  Sovre todo las kriaturas, 
se da un kuento ke le esplika lo ke akontesio, u lo ke puede 
akonteser.  
 
My father would tell with his finger, to give an example.  And these are the 
stories, I mean to say, how they would use the stories, to clarify a 
situation, and it remained clarified.  Above all for the kids, you give them a 
story that explains what happened, or what could happen. 
 

Matilda characterizes her father’s stories as “melesina kon miel” (medicine with 

honey), which he would use to sugar-coat important life lessons, thus helping the 

children learn through laughter in a non-threatening way.  She confirms his belief 

that stories are a much more effective means of teaching children lessons than 

explicitly stating what they should or shouldn’t do: 

Y esto vale mas muncho de todas las lisiones morales ke se pueden 
dar, y dizir a uno “Kale ke estes bueno”, “Kale ke agas esto”, “Kale 
ke te komportes bien”.  Nada.  Esto no sirve nada.  Lo ke sirve es un 
kuenteziko … Y esto te keda al tino para siempre, se puede dizir, 
mismo si no es al tino, te keda aki adientro. 
 
And this is worth much more than all the moral lessons that you can give, 
and tell someone “You should be good”, “You should do this”, “You should 
behave well”.  Nothing.  This doesn’t do anything.  What works is a little 
story…and this stays in your mind forever, you can say, even if it’s not in 
your mind, it stays here ((points to heart)) inside. 
 

In her description of the function of stories, Matilda suggests that story-based 

lessons go to one’s mind or heart:  

te keda al tino para siempre  
     it stays in your mind  forever 



 240

 
mismo si no es al tino, te keda aki adientro 

    even if it’s not in your mind, it stays here ((heart)) inside.     
 

Esther likewise recalls the lasting impression left by her neigbhors, who were 

skilled storytellers: 

Tenia unas vizinas muy buenas ke savian kontar.  Eran grandes, y 
kada konseja ke me kontava, me entro en el tino fin agora. 
 
I had some very good neighbors who knew how to tell.  They were older, 
and each story that they told me, went into my mind  until now. 
 

These stories, and her neighbors’ performances of them, entered her mind, as 

she claims, and continue to be there six or seven decades later.  Whether 

didactic or entertaining, stories serve a purpose, and as Matilda argues, once 

they are heard, they remain within a person.  However, as we have noted, fewer 

people tell Sephardic stories in natural contexts, and they are therefore used less 

and less to educate children.  For those who did grow up with these stories, 

however, we will see that stories do indeed make their way into people’s hearts.  

Even when they slip from memory over the years, hearing these stories can 

cause a wave of nostalgia, activating a desire to go back to the past and bring 

memories of people, places and times into the present. 

 

 “Knowing how to tell” 

It is not so much the story, but the performance of a story by someone that 

“knows how to tell”, that creates an emotional connection in the audience.  A 

good storyteller, as Kroskrity (1993) notes, is not one who simply employs 
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traditional storytelling conventions, but one who, through a variety of creative 

devices, succeeds in contextualizing and adapting a tale to an individual 

audience.  Matilda emphasizes to her students the importance of considering 

how an audience will receive a story and modifying it accordingly:  

Porke kada narador mete un pokitiko de lo suyo, troka el kuento, 
porke si el pensa ke el kuento no va ser resibido, no lo konta mas…Y 
por esto nunka va ser komo lo kontaron en akel tiempo. 
  
Because each narrator inserts of bit of his himself, changes the story, 
because if he thinks the story isn’t going to be [well] received, he won’t tell 
it anymore…And that’s why it’s never [again] going to be [told] like it was 
told at that time. 
 

This active engagement with tradition – taking a story and personalizing it or 

modifying it to the needs or expectations of a particular audience – is a skill that 

is valued by audiences and storytellers alike.  As the storytelling context 

changes, a narrator will frequently change elements of the narration.  Given that 

Sephardic storytelling events are typically formal gatherings, and the participants 

bring various levels of cultural knowledge with them, it is particularly important for 

a storyteller to judge what the audience will need for a story performance to be a 

success.  In class, for example, Matilda tends to provide more elaborate 

metanarratives in order to help the students better understand what they are 

about to hear, whereas when telling a story to the women her age or older, she 

assumes greater background knowledge – both linguistic and cultural.  Similarly, 

Bauman (1986) describes the changes over the years in the way Ed Bell narrates 

the tale “The Bee Tree”.  Bell’s early experiences telling stories occurred in 

traditional contexts with other, knowledgeable storytellers.  Stories in this context 
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were therefore brief, not only because elaborate explanations were unnecessary, 

but also because there was there competition for the floor from his audience, 

comprised of other traditional storytellers anxious to tell their tales.  In contrast, 

his current audiences are less familiar with the agrarian world reflected in tall 

tales, and he feels that they need more explanations and detail for the story to 

accessible to them.  Matilda provides metanarratives with this type of explanatory 

information for the stories she tells, but also for the songs that she introduces at 

Vini Kantaremos.  

In addition to adapting a story to the context and needs of a particular 

audience, the Sephardim value storytellers who pay attention to prosodic and 

paralinguistic features like voice and gesture.  Matilda describes the qualities of a 

narrator who “savia kontar” (knew how to tell) within the context of her family’s 

storytelling gatherings: 

Mos enkontravamos todos en djuntos, la famiya en djuntos, y 
ablavamos los unos kon los otros, y avia uno ke savia kontar, avia, 
ya savemos, ke kada narador tiene su, eh, kon la kara, kon las 
manos, kon los ojos.  Mizmo kon el kuerpo, kon todo, kon la vos.  
Save transmeter el kuento en manera viva, y kada ves en manera 
diferente asigun el publiko ke tiene.   
 
We would all get together, the family together, and we would talk with one 
another, and there was one who knew how to tell , there was, as we 
already know, that each narrator has his, uh, with his face, with his hands, 
with his eyes.  The same with his body, with everything, with his voice.  He 
knows how to transmit the story in a lively way, and each time in a 
different way, according to the audience he has. 
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The aspects of voice, gesture and expression, together with modifying a story 

based on the audience, are the factors involved in transmitting a story, as Matilda 

argues, “en manera viva” (in a lively way). 

Matilda’s description of the lively way that narrators tell stories is prefaced 

with “ya savemos” (as we already know).  Unlike her use of “ya savesh” (as you 

already know), which she uses to subtly impart information to the Vini 

Kantaremos crowd, through “ya savemos” Matilda is trying, together with the 

students, to access the memories they all have of family members or friends who 

knew how to tell stories.  She is not trying to teach new information, but rather 

remind the students of what they have all experienced – characteristics of 

storytelling that they all recognize but might not be able to explicitly remember or 

articulate.  

Matilda identifies one student in the course, Kohava, as one who 

epitomizes the ideal narrator, as she learned from her mother “en manera 

natural” (in a natural way).  Matilda continues to contrast “natural” storytellers 

like Kohava with others that she has interviewed over the years, who do not 

exhibit the elements Matilda describes above.  Her comments about the 

importance of how a story is received by its audience demonstrates that a story 

on its own is of limited value; the primary value lies in its performance, which is 

influenced by all parties present – the storyteller and audience alike.  In the next 

section, we will examine a story that Kohava told Matilda some years prior.  

While we will see some of the unique elements that Kohava contributes to the 
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telling, we will experience the telling through the students, who read line by line 

from Matilda’s transcription of Kohava’s story, which is now published in the 

textbook she uses to teach Judeo-Spanish classes. 

 

The co-construction of a traditional story in the classroom 

 Given the emphasis in the classroom on how to tell a story, when the 

students actually begin to “tell” a story, it is markedly different from the lively, 

natural performances that Matilda has just described to her students.  While the 

audience participates in any storytelling event, from co-narration to applause to 

gaze and body posture, in the classroom, the students are both storyteller and 

audience, as each takes a turn as narrator, participating in the telling by reading 

aloud from a textbook.  At the same time they are “telling” the story, they are 

hearing it for the first time, learning new vocabulary and finding out about their 

cultural heritage.  In this section, I analyze the telling of La competision de los 

tosigos (The Competition of the Poisons), a legend that recounts the competition 

between a Muslim doctor and Jewish doctor in Egypt to create the strongest 

poison and, in doing so, be appointed the King’s physician.  The Jewish doctor is 

Maimonides, a 12th-century sage and revered figure in Sephardic history, also 

known as the Rambam, who outwits his competitor with sugar water.  The story 

is documented in Meam Loez, the Sephardic folk encyclopedia described in 

Chapter 2, but the version used in class is a word-for-word transcription of how it 
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was told to Matilda – coincidentally, by Kohava, the student whom Matilda had 

earlier acknowledged for her storytelling skill. 

 
Figure #5: The use of story texts 

Matilda holds up her copy of the text book as the students look down at the their own copies. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matilda directs the students to the appropriate page in the story collection 

that she also uses at Ben Gurion University before providing background on the 

story: 

13 Matilda: Este kuento me fue kontado por Kochava.   
This story was told to me by Kochava. 

14  I esta >eya ni s’akodra!< en mi livro de estudios de ladino, 
And it’s-she doesn’t even remember-in my book of Ladino studies 

15  Ke kiti para la universidad de Beer Sheva.   
That I published for the University of Beer Sheva. 

16  Los kuentos ke estan aki son kitados de mi libro de estudios  
de la lingua. 
The stories that are here are taken from my book of studies of the 
language. 
[…] 

17  Agora, de ke empesi de las legendas? 
Now, why did I begin with legends? 

18  La legenda es el kuento mas atado a la realidad, siguro.   
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Legends are the story most tied to reality, for sure. 
19  I este kuento del Rambam es mu:y muy konosido.   

And this story about Rambam is very very well-known. 
20  No es kontado solo de (.) una persona de muestra etnia,  

It’s not only told by one person of our ethnicity, 
21  Es kontado-fue kontado de munchas personas de muestra etnia,  

It’s told, it was told by many people of our ethnicity, 
22  I (.) es,  

And it is, 
23  Aparese i en livros.  (1.0) 

It appears in books too. 
24  Ma aki lo tengo komo me lo konto Kohava,  

But here I have it as Kohava told it to me, 
25  A voz.    

Out loud. 
26  Kere dizir=  

Which means 
27 David: =Di[rectamente. 

Directly. 
28 Matilda: [De su voz directamente.   

From her voice directly. 
 
In trying to describe the popularity of the story, she first states in line 19: I este 

kuento del Rambam es mu:y muy konosido (And this story about Rambam is 

very very well-known.).  She also wants to emphasize that many people were 

responsible for disseminating this story, and she argues that it was not just one 

person, but many people, who narrated this tale throughout Sephardic history.  

She begins in present tense but interrupts herself, stating (line 21) Es kontado-

fue kontado de munchas personas de muestra etnia (It is told-was  told by 

many people of our ethnicity), acknowledging the reality of the current situation, 

that relatively few people are perpetuating the transmission of this, or any other, 

Sephardic narratives.  The current situation does not undermine the past 

popularity of the story, and while Matilda is introducing it, she notes that it is 

based on the life of a very important historical figure, the Rambam.  This adds to 
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the story’s pedigree, as does her focus on its written, not merely oral, history: 

Aparese i en livros (It appears in books too).  Matilda is not referring to modern 

anthologies like those she has published when she says that this story appears 

in books, but rather Meam Loez, whose earliest volume dates back to 1730 and 

that carries much weight and authority within the Sephardic community.  The 

version that Matilda provides the students is the one that Kohava told her, exactly 

as she told her.  Throughout the telling, Matilda will often refer aspects of 

Kohava’s telling – vocabulary, pronunciation, or new elements entirely – as she 

emphasizes to the students the importance of documenting the story in the words 

of its teller.     

 

Controlling the telling 

 Although the students “tell” the story, Matilda controls the telling by 

determining who will participate and in what order.  She does this through 

actively calling on students to read, but in order to first recapture the floor each 

time, she repeats the last word or phrase of the previous student.  Sometimes 

she repeats a phrase immediately after the student completes his or her turn, as 

in line 122: 

120 Wendy: “Todos stavan en la guerta del rey, 
Everyone was in the king’s garden, 

121  Asperando de ver kualo va dar el Rambam al otro doktor.” 
Waiting to see what the Rambam would give the other doctor. 

122 Matilda:  Al otro doktor.   
To the other doctor. 

123  bevaqashah, Tilly. 
Please, Tilly. 

124 Tilly: “Disho el rey, 
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The king said, 
   

while other times, such as line 92, she overlaps with the student’s words:   

90 Ruth: “El Rambam ya entendió ke akel doktor, 
The Rambam understood that that doctor,  

91  Le va dar un tósigo muy [muy fuerte.” 
Was going to give him a very very strong poison. 

92 Matilda:                                            [Muy fuerte, bevakashah. 
                                           Very strong, please. 

93 Rubina: “Vino, tomo,=” 
He came, he took, 

 
Matilda also maintains control of the telling by limiting the number of speakers 

who have access to the floor at once : 

57 Matilda: Uno a la vez vos rogo! 
One at a time I beg you! 

   
and by determining which questions should be addressed at the moment or 

should wait until the story has been completed:  

171 Matilda: Shh!  Estas demandas despues. 
Shh!  These questions later. 

   
By actively managing the students’ contributions, Matilda is able both control and 

participate in the telling, ensuring that the story gets told in the way she sees as 

most appropriate and that the students learn what she deems necessary from the 

activity.  

 

Storytelling as vocabulary-building 

 At the beginning of the lesson, Matilda instructs the students that they will 

each be reading one line and that they are to inform her if they encounter any 

unfamiliar words.  She is correct to assume that this may happen, and before she 
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even completes her sentence, a student interrupts in line 35 to ask the meaning 

of one of the two main title words, tosigos (poisons): 

29 Matilda: Agora,  
Now, 

30  Yo vos vo dar a meldar a uno a uno.  
I’m going to have you read one by one. 

31  Kada uno va meldar (.) una fraza.   
Each one will read a sentence. 

32  Por favor, (2.0) 
Please, 

33  La kompetision de los tosigos. 
The Competition of the Poisons. 

34  Si ay palavras ke no savesh= 
If there are words you don’t know 

35 Moti: =Tosi[gos? 
Poisons? 

36 Nili:               [Tosigos? 
           Poisons? 

37 Matilda: Realim.   
Poisons. 

38  Realim. 
Poisons. 

 
 

Requests for vocabulary assistance occur frequently throughout the telling, and 

Matilda typically provides the Hebrew correlation.  However, she also uses this 

opportunity to elaborate and, rather than simply provide the necessary translation 

for the students to continue with the story, provide a linguistic lesson, be it about 

etymology, linguistic variation or appropriate usage.  In the following example, 

when asked the meaning of dechizado (decided), Matilda first translates and 

then provides two alternate words with the same meaning: 

79 Tikva: “I fue dechizado,” 
And it was decided, 

80 Matilda: Fue dechizado. 
It was decided. 

81 Tikva: Mah zeh? 
What’s that? 
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82 Matilda: HuHlat. Dechizio. 
Decided. Decided. 

83          Ya ay dechizir, desidar, dechizar.   
There’s to decide, to decide, to decide. 

84  Dechizar es mas a la Italiana. (3.0) 
“Dechizar” is more Italian. 

85 Tikva: “I fue dechizado ke este doktor va dar emprimero él su tosigo=” 
And it was decided that this doctor would give his poison first= 

 
After listing all three possibilities for the word “to decide”, Matilda comments that 

the narrator’s choice reflects an Italian influence.  By providing the students with 

different lexical options, she at once demonstrates the multiplicity of Sephardic 

experience as seen through Judeo-Spanish lexicon as well as demonstrates an 

acceptance of linguistic variation.  In the next example, Matilda also provides 

variations on the word patladear (to explode), of Turkish origin, but she argues 

that while there are other verbs that translate as “explode”, in this particular 

context, only one will do: 

182 Nili: “Avrió un papel i vido ke ay entr’un papel i entr’un papel.  
He opened the paper and saw another paper inside another 
paper. 

183  I el korasón le va a,” 
And his heart is going to, to, 

184  ((laughter)) 
185 Nili: “Patladear.” 

Explode. 
186 Matilda: [Patladear. 

To explode. 
187  [((all laugh)) 
188 Eliyahu: Es palavra turka? 

Is it a Turkish word? 
189 Matilda: Bevadai!   

Of course! 
190  Ma mozotros uzamos esta palavra. 

But we use this word. 
191          Es palvra ligitima. (4.0) 

It’s a legitimate word. 
192 Eliyahu: Patladear? 

To explode? 
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193 Matilda: Explozar, exploder.   
To explode, to explode. 

194  Explozar viene del franses, 
Explozar comes from French, 

195  Exploder del Italiano, 
Exploder from Italian, 

196  Ma nunka vas a dizir “el korasón le va exploder.”   
But you’re never going to say “his heart is going to exploder” 

197  El korasón le va patladear!   
His heart is going to explode! 

198  ((laughter)) 
199  Ay kozas ke no dizes,  

There are things you don’t say, 
200  Ke no puedes dizir.   

That you can’t say. 
201  Te aze riir si dizes “Mi korasón va exploder”. (2.0) 

It makes you laugh if you say “My heart is going to exploder.” 
202  Mi korasón me va patladear.   

My heart is going to patladear. 
203  [Por favor. 

Please. 
 
The students laugh when they hear the word patladear.  One student asks if the 

word is from Turkish, to which Matilda’s responds Bevadai! (Of course!).  The 

Judeo-Spanish suffix -dear is used to create Judeo-Spanish verbs from 

borrowed roots, but the word’s specifically Turkish origin is obvious to her due to 

the tl sequence present in Turkish borrowings (patladear – to explode, sutlach – 

rice pudding).  Fluent Judeo-Spanish speakers are highly aware of non-Romance 

borrowings that have become part of Judeo-Spanish lexicon.  While they may not 

know which words are of French or Portuguese origin, Hebrew, Arabic, Turkish 

and Greek borrowings in particular stand out due to their particular phonology.  

For the students, whose Judeo-Spanish competence is relatively low, this 

awareness is significantly less. 
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Because of the emphasis within the Judeo-Spanish course on learning 

and using the “professional” register of Judeo-Spanish, which eliminates many 

foreign borrowing for which a Judeo-Spanish equivalent exists, the appearance in 

a book of a word so seemingly foreign makes the students laugh and Matilda feel 

the need to assert its legitimacy in line 191: Ma mozotros uzamos esta palavra.  

Es palvra ligitima (But we use that word.  It’s a legitimate word.).  She provides 

two other verbs that also mean “to explode”, but she asserts that they cannot be 

used in this context without provoking laughter.  In this instance, patladear and 

exploder and not interchangeable, nor is exploder appropriate, and she 

expands her point beyond this pair by arguing that there are things that simply 

cannot be said, this being just one example.  

 In the next example, a student encounters the word fasta (until), a 

regional variation of the word asta with which she is unfamiliar.  The student 

repeats the word with a rising intonation, signaling that she is in need of more 

information.  The preservation of the initial f- (which became h- in Modern 

Spanish, initially aspirated before becoming silent) is common in some regions in 

which Judeo-Spanish was spoken, whereas in other regions, it is unknown.  The 

student’s question leads Matilda to briefly mention this regional variation (lines 

211-213): 

205 Rina: “Kuando yegó ariento vido un paketiko.   
When he got to the middle he saw a little packet. 

206  Ariento del paketiko avía un bokaliko.   
Inside the little packet was a little bottle. 

207  Fasta” (.) fasta? 
Until (.) until? 
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208 Matilda: Si, [fasta. (2.0)  
Yes, until. 

209 Students:       [Asta. 
       Until. 

210 Matilda: Eya dize “fasta” en lugar de “asta”.   
She says “fasta” instead of “asta”. 

211  Mozotros dizimos “asta”, 
We say “asta”, 

212  Ma los de Salonik dizen “fasta”, 
But those from Salonika say “fasta”, 

213  I no solo los de Salonik. 
And not only those from Salonika. 

214 Eliyahu: Ken, anaHnu omrim “fasta”. 
Yes, we say “fasta”. 

215 Rina: “Fasta ke avrió el bokaliko, 
Until he opened the little bottle, 

 
Matilda tells the students that Sephardim from Salonika, as well as others, 

maintained the initial f-, and one student agrees with her in line 214, asserting 

that “we” (presumably his family) use this pronunciation as well.  By consistently 

expanding the possible range of lexical and phonetic options, Matilda helps 

students feel that their Judeo-Spanish is represented, even if their way of 

speaking differs from what they see on the page in front of them or from what 

they are taught in their grammar classes.  She demonstrates to the students the 

validity of multiple pronunciations. 

Matilda’s acceptance of linguistic variation does not mean that she will sit 

back silently as the students incorrectly pronounce or struggle over words they 

encounter in the story.  Given their lack of experience with written Judeo-

Spanish, the students will often stumble over an unfamiliar word and, uncertain of 

its pronunciation, request assistance, through pauses and rising intonations, as 

in the example below:   
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45 David: Se ense- (.) -valban?” 
Got jealous? 

46 Matilda: En[selavan. 
Jealous. 

47 Sara:      [Enselavan. 
      Jealous. 

 
Even when help is not solicited, however, Matilda interrupts the students to 

correct their pronunciation: 

128 Zelda: Aparejó un grande paketo, em-(.)-brujó=” 
A big packet appeared, wr-(.)-ap 

129 Matilda: Emburujado. 
Wrapped. 

130 Zelda: “Emburujado kon papeles i papeles, 
Wrapped with papers and papers, 

 
Matilda also assists the students with stressing the correct syllable: 

93 Rubina: “Vino, tomo,=” 
He came, he took, 

94 Matilda: =Tomó, 
Took, 

95 Rubina: “Tomó el [tósigo,” 
He took the poison, 

 
Unlike Modern Spanish, which has uniform and systematic rules for 

accentuation, Judeo-Spanish does not, and it is often unclear to the students 

when reading it where the stress should fall.  In light of this, and so that future 

generations will be able to pronounce Judeo-Spanish correctly, Matilda uses 

accent marks over certain words in her writing.  This is not a comprehensive 

effort, however, and those unfamiliar with Judeo-Spanish frequently encounter 

problems determining which syllable should receive the stress. 

Toward the end of the story, a student arrives at the Hebrew word kushi, 

which is an antiquated and politically incorrect term translated as “Negro” and 
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“Ethiopian”.  This is the second appearance of a Hebrew word in the story, the 

first being in line 125: Disho el rey, Agora es el tor  del Rambam de dar el 

tósigo  (The king said, now is the Rambam’s turn  to give the poison).  Whereas 

the first Hebrew word was read without comment and seemingly without notice, 

the appearance of kushi stops her momentarily:  

138 Sara: “El Rambam tomó una pala de orno, 
The Rambam took a golden stick, 

139  Metió el paketo enriva i se la pasó de leshos, (.)  
He put the packet on top and passed it over, 

140          Al, eh, (.) kushi .” 
To the, uh, negro. 

141 Matilda: Kushi. 
Negro. 

142 Sara: “Ke se la dé al otro doktor.” 
For him to give it to the other doctor. 

143 Matilda: Ken, tu. 
Yes, you. 

144 Hadass: Mah zot omeret? 
What does that mean? 

 
There are many Judeo-Spanish words of Hebrew origin that the students would 

not be surprised to see in a Judeo-Spanish text, but kushi stands out as a 

blatant borrowing and as awkward to hear used by a group of educated people 

aware of more appropriate alternatives.  Sara pauses before reading the word 

aloud, and she is hesitant to complete the sentence even after Matilda confirms 

that she has read the line correctly by repeating kushi.  Matilda calls on the next 

student to read, but before the student can begin, another student asks Matilda 

for the meaning of the previous line.  Matilda translates, using the Judeo-Spanish 

word preto (black), and then takes advantage of the opportunity to reiterate what 
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she has said before about the importance of capturing the story as uniquely told 

by the narrator. 

145 Matilda: Avia, avia un, preto, 
There, there was a, black man, 

146 Livnat: Si, kushi.   ((laughs)) 
Yes, negro. 

147 Matilda: Kushi.  
Negro. 

148 Students: ((laughter)) 
149 Matilda: Si, eya disho “kushi.” (2.0) 

Yes, she said “kushi”. 
150  Yo deshi la palavra komo lo disho.   

I left the word as she said it. 
151  Ay munchas palavras, 

There are many words, 
152  >Eya disho “tor,”< 

She said “tor” (turn),  
153  Deshi lo ke disho. 

I left what she said. 
154  Kuando se nota un kuento, 

When you write down a story, 
155  Se debe deshar las palavras ke dize el narador, 

You should leave the words that the narrator says, 
156  Porke si no, 

Because if not, 
157  Lo vo eskrivir yo el kuento en otra manera.   

I’ll be the one to write the story in a different way. 
158  Y aki estamos mirando ke tenemos la lingua espesial de 

una persona, 
And here we’re seeing that we have the special language of 
a person, 

159  Ke avla el djudeo-espanyol ma save el ebreo. 
Who knows Judeo-Spanish but knows Hebrew. 

160  Save el ebreo, ma save el ebreo moderno, 
Knows Hebrew, but knows Modern Hebrew, 

161  No solo save el ebreo.   
Not just knows Hebrew. 

 
Through noting the narrator’s exact words, she argues that we are able to gain 

insight into the “special language of a person” and, in this case, learn that the 

narrator is a Modern Hebrew speaker as well as a Judeo-Spanish speaker.  As a 

result, we see an example of the modern Sephardic experience as reflected in 
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the linguistic influences of the narrator.  Matilda does not view code-switching or 

borrowing as a negative aspect of Kohava’s narration of this tale, but rather as 

one that reflects the multilingual character of Sephardim today and that is worth 

noting.  She emphasizes the importance of documenting the exact words of the 

narrator, arguing that modifying the words would alter the perspective that each 

individual narrator brings.  Just as earlier she tells the students that being a good 

narrator means including a bit of one’s self in the telling, she encourages them to 

leave that part untouched when documenting a story.  Modification is acceptable 

in the performance of a story, but not in the transcription of one.   

 After completing the story, Matilda again contrasts the version Kohava told 

with the way it is generally told and appears in written forms.  She initially 

focuses on Kohava’s language, but now Matilda focuses on the content of the 

story that differs from other versions: the presence of a golden stick used to pass 

the poison.  At some point in the history of the story’s telling, a narrator modified 

it to include a golden stick, and due to Matilda’s interest in different story 

variations, Kohava’s narration pleases her.  She again contrasts this version with 

that of the written sources in which this story appears: 

 247 Matilda: Eya lo konto en manera un poko diferente, 
She told it in a little different way, 

248  De lo ke viene kontado en general. 
From what it’s generally told.   

249  Este pedazo kon la pala de orno ke me agrado muy 
muncho, 
This part with the golden stick that really pleased me, 

250  Porke este kuento esta en Meam Loez,  
Because this story is in Meam Loez,  

251  Esta en, eh, (.) 
It’s in, uh, 
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252  Agora lo kitaron en livros de kriaturas, 
Now they published it in children’s books, 

253  Es un kuento muy konosido, 
It’s a very well-known story, 

254  No tiene este pedasiko de la pala de orno, de leshos.   
And it doesn’t have that little part about the golden stick, 
from far. 

255  Ke keres dizir?= 
What do you want to say?= 

256 Eliyahu: =Ke es Meam Loez? 
What is Meam Loez? 

 
Matilda emphasizes the popularity of this story by mentioning its appearance in 

children’s books, and she demonstrates its history and legitimacy by noting that it 

originally appeared in the Meam Loez.  She assumes that the later argument will 

be self-explanatory, but Eliyahu interrupts her to ask what the Meam Loez is.  A 

generation ago, referencing a story as being from the Meam Loez would have 

carried much authority among Sephardim as an important element of Sephardic 

cultural heritage, but Eliyahu’s question challenges Matilda’s assumptions about 

the students’ background knowledge and undermines one of her steps in 

demonstrating its legitimacy. 

 Although explicitly a lesson on Judeo-Spanish traditional narrative, 

Matilda’s class is much more.  She teaches the students about story genres and 

the role of storytelling, but through the students’ participation in the telling, she is 

able to make this lesson into a broader one about Judeo-Spanish, story 

collection and Sephardic history.  Although the students actively participate in 

narrating the story Kompetision de los tosigos, Matilda drives the storytelling 

by choosing the story and directing its telling, outcome and interpretation.  The 

students tell the story, but they accomplish Matilda’s goals.  I will now turn to 
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another context that has been created to promote Sephardic storytelling – the 

public performances at Vini Kantaremos.  Matilda is actively involved in this 

event, and as the main storyteller, she maintains control of what stories will be 

told and how she will relate them to her audience. 

 

Vini Kantaremos: Storytelling in the Public Sphere 

In Chapter 4 I discuss musical performance at the monthly Vini 

Kantaremos gathering, but despite its name (Come Let’s Sing), a major 

component of Vini Kantaremos is storytelling.  Stories are told even before the 

singing begins, as well as during breaks between performances.  During the 

musical performances, the audience is encouraged to participate by singing 

along with the performer.  During storytelling performances, the audience is less 

active but continues to participate through gaze, body positioning, laughter and 

applause.  On the performers’ part, there is some room for emergent and 

unscripted content, but who is going to participate, what they are going to 

contribute and how long there performance will last is largely predetermined.  

The audience members, unlike in natural and less formal storytelling contexts, 

are prevented from jumping in and following up with related stories due to their 

location on the main floor, as opposed to the stage, their lack of microphone and 

the accepted norms of interaction for this type of event.  Audience members will 

occasionally whisper with others who share their round table in response to the 
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performances, but they are subject to shushing from neighboring tables or from 

the stage. 

Each month, different guests are invited in advance to tell stories, but the 

constant month after month is Matilda, the emcee of the evening, who is 

introduced as “la reina de los kuentos” (the queen of stories), a title she lives up 

to through her enthusiasm and ability to find a fitting story for every occasion.  

Throughout the evening, Matilda introduces performers, provides background 

information on songs, tells stories, talks about how things used to be, and – 

recognizing the variations in age, ethnic background and Judeo-Spanish level of 

the audience – attempts to teach culturally appropriate behavior.  Given the 

conversational preference for not being told what one already knows (see 

Levinson 1983, Sacks and Schegloff 1979), Matilda prefaces her first story of the 

evening on June 20, 1999 by reminding the audience that stories, like songs, are 

Figure #6: Storytelling from the stage 
A guest storyteller begins his story from the stage, using a microphone,  

as the musicians modify the stage for the next performance. 
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enjoyable no matter how many times one has heard them.  She will soon be 

attending a conference in Paris, during which she will participate in an event 

dedicated to the stories of Djoha, and she informs the audience that she will 

therefore tell them a Djoha story set in Paris.  Her story preface is strategic, as 

she knows the audience has heard this story many times before: 

Y komo es Paris, yo dechizi de kontar un kuento ke vozotros ya lo 
oitesh 50 veses, ma lo vo kontar otra ves, otra ves, porke los kuentos 
son komo kantes.  Es la misma kosa.  Un kante se puede oir mil 
veses y siempre agrada.  Y mismo un kuento. 
 
And since it’s Paris, I decided to tell a story that you’ve already heard 50 
times, but I’m going to tell it again [and] again, because stories are like 
songs.  It’s the same thing.  A song can be heard a thousand times and it’s 
always enjoyable.  And the same with a story. 
 

Matilda’s metanarrative provides a justification for why she has chosen this story 

despite her presumption about the audience’s familiarity with it, and it also 

educates the audience on what she claims to be a rule about the repeatability of 

stories – that stories are entertaining no matter how many times one has heard 

them.  Her comments also help mitigate any potential negative reaction from the 

audience in the event that they, as she suspects, already know the story.  Similar 

to her use of “ya savesh” (you already know), by which Matilda establishes as 

standard of knowledge and preserves face, here she establishes a standard of 

appropriate behavior and attitude, which involves listening politely and without 

objection to old, familiar stories and enjoying and appreciating the experience.  

She presents these standards as facts with no room for negotiation: if songs are 

always enjoyable time after time, and stories are just like songs (Porke los 
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kuentos son komo kantes.  Es la misma kosa = Because stories are like 

songs.  It’s the same thing.), then the only possible conclusion is that repeated 

stories are likewise enjoyable.  This is a general statement with broad 

applications, but its relevance to this specific situation is not lost on the audience.   

 In making her point, Matilda contrasts audiences today with those of the 

past.  She describes those of the past as patient and polite, as opposed to 

today’s impatient audiences who are unwilling to sit through the telling of a story 

they already have heard: 

Un tiempo, no era komo oy.  No se dizia la gente “Ya lo kontates!  Ya 
lo kontates!”  Mozotros oiamos en silensio, kon edukasion, y 
kontaron el kuento otra ves, y otra ves. 
 
In the past, it wasn’t like today.  The people didn’t say “You already told it!  
You already told it!”  We would listen in silence, politely, as they told the 
story again and again. 
 

Given the option of reacting politely, like the audiences of the past, or impatiently, 

like those of the present who would proclaim Ya lo kontates! (You’ve already 

told it!), the Vini Kantaremos audience aligns itself with those of the past as 

Matilda tells her story about Djoha, who cannot figure out how to order the dinner 

he wants at a restaurant in Paris.  His inability to speak French causes him to 

twice order a plate of beans, his typical home meal, rather than something new 

and different like the roasted chicken enjoyed by the man next to him: 

Y este kuento dize ansina, (.) ke Djoha se fue a Paris, y tenia muncha 
ambre. (2.0) Entro en un restaurante, ma el, no savia meldar el 
franses.  Le dieron un menu en la mano, y el, lo esta mirando, no 
esta entendiendo kualo esta eskrito aya.  Kualo ke aga? (1.0) Metio 
un dedo sobre una linea.  I vino un moso, le trusho un plato de avas.  
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El disho “A Dio, avas yo ya komo kada dia”.  Kualo ke aga? (1.0)  
Esta komiendo las avas esta mirando uno al lado d’el, esta komiendo 
un poyo asado.  Disho “Esto es lo ke kero yo”.  Aspero un poko, vido 
ke el otro eskapo el poyo asado, lo yamo al moso, le disho “Encore”.  
“Ah” el disho, “Este es el nombre del poyo”. (2.0) Lo yamo al moso, 
y le disho y el, “Encore”. ((laughter)) Kualo ke le traiga a komer 
moso?  Otro plato de avas! (2.0) Djoha yamo al moso, le disho 
“Digame.  Porke el encore mio no esta komo el encore suyo?”  
((laughter)) 

 
And the story goes like this, (.) that Djoha went to Paris and was very 
hungry. (2.0) He went to a restaurant, but he, he couldn’t read French.  
They handed him a menu, and he, he’s looking at it, not understanding 
what’s written on it.  What’s he going to do? (1.0)  He put his finger on a 
line.  And the waiter came, and he brought him a plate of beans.  He said, 
“Oh God, I eat beans every day”.  What’s he going to do? (1.0)  He’s 
eating the beans and looking at someone to his side, who’s eating roasted 
chicken.  He said, “That’s what I want”.  He waited a bit, saw that the other 
finished his roasted chicken, called the waiter, told him, “Encore” (French 
‘again’).  “Ah”, he (Djoha) said.  “That’s the name of the chicken”. (2.0) He 
called the waiter, told him “Encore”. ((laughter))  What does the waiter 
bring him?  Another plate of beans! (2.0) Djoha called the waiter and said 
to him, “Tell me, why isn’t my ‘encore’ like his ‘encore’”? ((laughter)) 
 

The audience is engaged during her telling with eyes on Matilda, silent but for 

laughter and applause at the appropriate times.  Whether they were indeed 

familiar with the story, I do not know, but as Matilda predicted, the audience 

enjoys it hearing it. 

The audience’s enjoyment of the story likely would have been the same 

without Matilda’s lesson, however.  Since most of the participants attend Vini 

Kantaremos for reasons of nostalgia, they already view familiar stories positively 

rather than negatively.  A new, unfamiliar story can be entertaining, and just 

hearing Judeo-Spanish spoken in a familiar context can also bring back 

memories, but familiar stories that participants can remember hearing as children 
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are all the more enjoyable, as they evoke memories of the original storyteller – 

often times a parent or grandparent – the context in which they were told, and 

their childhood and home in general.  For Judeo-Spanish speakers, the story is 

rarely an end it itself, bur rather a means to an end; like the language, Judeo-

Spanish stories are a vehicle for transmitting people back in time and bringing 

the memory of previous storytellers to the present moment.    

While Vini Kantaremos encourages audience participation, it is still 

obvious throughout the evening who the performers are and who the audience is.  

As the degree of formality decreases, from organized event down to informal 

gatherings, participant roles change.  During Vini Kantaremos there is a clear 

distinction between performers and audience, with their modes of participation 

reflecting this; performers sing and tell stories while the audience sings along, 

laughs, claps and aligns their posture and gaze.  The use of an elevated stage at 

the front of the auditorium and microphones clearly set the two groups apart.  In 

the next sections, we will examine other, less formal situations in which 

Sephardic stories are told and see how participants influence performances. 

 

Storytellers’ Circle: Collaborative Storytelling 

Since 1987, Matilda has organized a monthly, informal, women’s 

Storytellers’ Circle.  This group gathers in the living room of a different participant 

each month.  The women sit on couches and chairs in a circle, and food is 

always within an arm’s reach.  A number of women prepare homemade 
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Sephardic pastries, and, in the words of one participant, Kontamos konsejas i 

komemos un poko para engodrar (We tell stories and eat a little to get fat!).  

The women occasionally allow a male visitor (musician, videographer), but they 

prefer the women-only rule for the freedom to talk about whatever they wish, 

including what they call “kuentos salados“(salty stories) – stories of mildly off-

color topics:   

Kada una apronta sus borekitas…No miramos edad. En esto no ay 
edad. Mosotras bailamos, kantamos, komemos, riimos, y no mos 
importa de nada.  Y no savesh todos los kuentos salados ke 
salieron!  
 
Each one prepares her little burekas [pastries]…We don’t look at age.  In 
this, there is no age. We dance, sing, eat, and laugh, and we don’t worry 
about anything. And you have no idea how many salty [dirty] stories came 
out! 
 

A typical gathering involves approximately fifteen participants and lasts up to 

three hours, during which time the women take turns telling traditional and 

personal narratives and singing an occasional song.  There is no script of what 

content will be covered, and event’s informal nature allows for more equal access 

to the floor as well as co-constructed and touched-off tellings.  These gatherings 

provide the women with an opportunity to socialize and enjoy each other’s 

pastries, but more importantly, it allows them to reminisce in Judeo-Spanish and 

reflect on how times have changed with a group of women that understands their 

language and experience.  In this section, I demonstrate the way that stories are 

interactively produced within the Storytellers’ Circle.  Despite the dominance of 
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Esther and Matilda’s stories in my analysis, the other women present actively 

participate in their performances. 

 

Group history 

The Storytellers’ Circle was formed in 1987, not long after Matilda 

published Vini Kantaremos.  One of Matilda’s co-workers purchased a copy of 

the book for her mother, and when she mentioned to Matilda that her mother’s 

neighbor could tell Sephardic stories, Matilda asked permission to interview her.  

The neighbor was Sol Maimaran, whom I quote in this dissertation, and Matilda 

soon began interviewing and audiotaping her.  It was only later that Matilda 

discovered that her co-worker’s mother, Esther Levy, also referenced extensively 

in this dissertation, knew many konsejas and was a wonderful performer.  

Following this discovery, Matilda gathered together other storytellers she knew, 

Esther, her sister and Sol brought together some of their friends, and the 

storytellers’ circle, known most often by its Hebrew name Hug shel hamesaprot 

(storyteller’s club), was born.  Over the years, the stories that Matilda has 

collected from these participants have formed the basis for her Sephardic 

narrative anthologies. 

 Since that time, each month, this group of women congregates at the 

home of one of the participants to hear the language, to learn a little and to be 

reminded of people and places, as they describe: 

 Dora: Vengo siempre aki. Parese ke esto en Turkia  
I always come here. It feels like I’m in Turkey. 
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 Malka: M’agrada kantar, azer ansina un poko alegrar el korason 

y kitar lo ke ay adientro.  
I love to sing, and in doing so lighten my heart and get out 
what’s inside.  

 
 Kohava: Yo se loka de konsejas!  No hazina! Me azen buena!  

I’m crazy from stories! Not sick! They make me well 
 
  Molly: me’az shesavtah sheli nifterah, ani ohevet lavo’ laHug  

hazeh. 
   Since my grandmother died, I love to come to this club. 

 
Matilda’s role as leader of the group is apparent, as she is the one who decides 

on the date, discusses matters related to the group, audiorecords stories, asks 

for quiet when the noise level of side conversations gets out of control and 

reminds the women to speak Judeo-Spanish when they lapse into Hebrew.  But 

in total, this amounts to little time relative to the length of the gatherings, and a 

majority of the time is left open to the whims of the participants.  Matilda sits with 

audio recorder, which she turns on and off before and after a new story1.  She is 

particularly interested in stories she hasn’t heard before, and the women enjoy 

being able to share them with her.  Anxious for an opportunity to tell, the women 

often talk all at once, interrupting each other with related stories, both traditional 

and personal.  Betty Klein, the regular performer at Vini Kantaremos, often joins 

the group with her guitar (and occasionally with her accordion accompanist) to 

lead the women more formally in song.  When she doesn’t attend, different 

women take turns singing.  The storytelling and singing are interspersed and 

                                                 
1 Unlike the researcher, who was equally interested in what came between the stories as in the content of 
the stories themselves. 
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occur in no particular order; the events of each meeting are determined by the 

participants themselves, who also choose which language to use.   

 

Language use 

Many of the original participants are no longer alive – a fact that Matilda 

often acknowledges, both for the sense of personal loss that she and many of the 

others feel and for the loss of great storytellers – and new women have joined in 

recent years.  As a result of the changing dynamics of the group, not all are fluent 

Judeo-Spanish speakers, nor do they necessarily know how to tell stories, and 

there is a constant mixture of Hebrew and Judeo-Spanish spoken.  Each meeting 

begins in the same way, and as participants trickle in alone or in small groups, 

the women greet each other in Hebrew to catch up on the latest happenings:  

Ester:  mah nishma` matildah? 
    How’s it going Matilda? 
  Matilda beseder. 
    Fine. 
 
and hear news about other participants: 
 

 Aliza:  shalom lekulam. 
    Hello everyone. 
   Levana: mah nishma` `alizah? 
    How’s it going Aliza? 
    mah `im malkah? 
    What about Malka? 
 
At other times during the gathering, the women often code-switch within the 

same sentence: 

  Esther: Son bizkochos, de savta . 
    These are biscuits, from Grandma . 
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  Malka:  Zeh me-kaza, echas en kaza. 
    This is from  home, made at home. 

Quite frequently, Matilda has to remind the women to speak Judeo-Spanish, 

although she, herself, is guilty of speaking Hebrew too.  She rarely enforces this 

rule at the beginning of the meeting when the women are conversing informally, 

but once the gathering takes on a more organized feel (one main conversation, 

few side conversations), Matilda begins to monitor the interaction and does not 

hesitate to chastise the group for speaking Hebrew instead of Judeo-Spanish.  

This can be presented as a reminder to an individual, interjected into a speaker’s 

narrative, as in Espanyol, eh? (Spanish, OK?), or as a more formal declaration 

to the group: 

Asta agora no avlimos en espanyol. Kado uno esta avlando lo ke le 
esta viniendo… No, esto no es permitido…No es permetido avlar otra 
lingua.  Solo el djudeo-espanyol.  Asta agora, kada una izo lo ke 
kere. ((laughter)) 
 
Until now we haven’t been speaking in Judeo-Spanish. Each one is 
speaking whatever comes to her…No, this isn’t permitted.  It’s not 
permitted to speak another language.  Just Judeo-Spanish.  Until now, 
each one has done what she wanted. ((laughter)) 
. 

Matilda is strict in her words, telling the women that other languages are “not 

permitted”, but she softens them by following her statement Kada una izo lo ke 

kere (Each one has done what she wanted) with laughter.  Although the 

Storytellers’ Circle is significantly less rigid than Vini Kantaremos in terms of 

who can participate and what participants can discuss, Matilda views the 

Storytellers’ Circle as both a story- and language-related activity, and as one part 
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of the broader Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, she tries to maintain a 

control of the language the participants use.  However, she cannot be overly-

controlling, as the women come to the meetings to enjoy themselves.  In 

addition, many of the women are older than Matilda and are authorities in their 

own right with regard to Sephardic narrative and Sephardic experience in 

general. 

 

Of willful children and egg vendors: evaluating the present in light of the past 

 Unlike Vini Kantaremos, the Storytellers’ Circle more closely approximates 

the natural settings in which women told stories and sang in the past: informally, 

in the home, on the sofa with food and drinks close by.  Food is a favorite topic of 

discussion; as the women typically eat and drink throughout the gathering, they 

will frequently return to the topic as they praise one another’s baking skills: 

 Doli : Bendichas manos, Esther! 
   Blessed hands (= “well done”), Esther.  
 

reference the women from whom they learned recipes: 

 Aliza:  Zeh shel ima’ sheli.  
This is from my mother.  

and look back longingly at the past:  

  Esther: Todo lo viejo, briyo komo el espejo.  
Everything old, shines like a mirror.   
B’emet, un tiempo dizian. 
Really, they used to say that. 
Burekas, bizkochos, de los viejos,  
Pastries, cookies, of the old folks, 
Briyan komo el espejo. 
Shine like the mirror. 
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Figure #7: The Storyteller’s Circle 
The women sit in a circle in the living room of one of the group members,  

the food within an arm’s reach. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The past is a frequent topic that is visited and revisited over the hours and from 

month to month.  These gatherings provide the women with an opportunity to 

share their memories of the past and experiences in the present and evaluate 

them together through narrative.  However, we will see that everything that is old 

does not necessarily, as Esther contends, “shine like the mirror”.   

During the May 1999 gathering, the women are debating whether it is 

cinnamon or cloves that is giving one of the homemade pastries its distinct flavor.  

Esther Levy, one of the original members of the group and an avid storyteller, 

interrupts the pastry discussion to get Matilda’s attention.  The women know that 

Matilda is always anxious to discover a new story or expression, and when they 

think they have something they haven’t yet shared with her, they direct their 

telling to her.  In the following example, Esther tells Matilda about an egg vendor 
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in the Jerusalem neighborhood where she grew up, whom the children would 

chase and taunt with a singsong chant: 

1 Esther: Matilda?, 
Matilda? 

2  Avi:a, a la schona, (2.0)  
There was, in the neighborhood,  

3  Onde morava yo, 
Where I lived,   

4  Un viejo de Salonika ke se yamava Chacham Menachem. 
(1.0)  
An old man from Salonika named Wiseman Menachem.   

5  Vendia uevos,  
He sold eggs 

6  Los ijikus siempre le echavan piedras.  
The kids would always throw rocks at him.   

7  Le dizian ((chanting:)) 
They would say, 

8  “Cham Me-na-chem Talega,  
“Wiseman Menachem Talega, 

9   La mujer siega, ((Levana joins in chant)) 
The blind wife, 

10  El marido kosho,  
The lame husband, 

11  [(                                    ). 
12 All: [((laughing)) 
13 Levana: zeh (.) mizman hashir hazeh.   

That song is from a long time ago.   
14  ima’ sheli gam eSleynu (    ) 

My mom also by us (       ). 
15 All: ((laughter)) 
16 Esther: sharim bekol hazmanim. 

They sing it at all times. 
17  at yoda`at shegam eSleynu hayu sharim et zeh?= 

Do you know that they used to sing that where we were too? 
18 Matilda: =be’emet?  

Really? 
19 Levana: me’od me`anyen. 

Very interesting.  
20  hi’ omeret shegam bashkhunah shelah.  

She says also in her neighborhood. 
21 Matilda: hadvarim kol kakh me`anyenim, 

These things are so interesting,  
22  she’anaHnu ro’im oto davar bemqomot shonim.  

That we see the same thing in different places. 
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23 Esther: mis[ken. 
Poor thing. 

 
As it turns out, Levana, one of the other women recognizes this chant from her 

mother, who grew up in a different neighborhood in Jerusalem, and she 

immediately points out how old the song is (line 13).  In doing so, she 

undermines Esther’s authority at having contributed a unique story, while at the 

same time demonstrating her own legitimacy through her knowledge of the song 

and by establishing her mother’s roots in Jerusalem.  Esther, however, follows 

with the claim that the song has been sung throughout the ages (line 16), thereby 

shifting the focus away from the two women and reframing the chant, instead, as 

part of the communal history of Jerusalem Sephardim.  

Matilda, who until now has just been a “regular” participant, hypothesizing 

with the others about the presence of cinnamon in the pastries, now shifts roles 

to become “folklorist”, as she comments to the group about the interesting 

existence of similar songs in different locations (lines 21 and 22).  Esther still has 

more to add to her story, however, and she tries to regain the floor and the 

attention of the group.  The group is speaking Hebrew, so Esther switches to 

Judeo-Spanish, the language she had been using to narrate her story.  She 

comments on the story she has just described and hints at more to come through 

her comment “misken” (poor thing), which is an external evaluation of her story.  

A story’s evaluation, according to Labov and Walletzky (1967:37), is what 

indicates the point or relevance of the narrative, thereby revealing the narrator’s 

attitude toward the narrated events.  Esther evaluates the events she has already 
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shared and sets up her continuation, with hopes of regaining the floor from 

Levana: 

23 Esther: mis[ken. 
Poor thing. 

24 Levana:        [((looking at to Esther))  
       [Mi mama lo kantava [en kaza.  
       My mom sang it at home. 

25 Esther:                                             [((looking at Matilda)) 
                                            [Tenia un baston,  
                                            He had a cane,  

   
Levana interrupts, shifting her body and gaze to Esther as she checks to 

see if has heard and understood her comment about her mother’s singing of that 

same song.  This is the third time she makes this statement, but whereas the first 

two were in Hebrew, her preferred language, she uses Judeo-Spanish when 

directly addressing Esther: Mi mama lo kantava en kaza (My mom sang it at 

home).  Esther briefly pauses and allows her to speak, but when she realizes that 

her comment is a repetition of her earlier ones, she interrupts and continues with 

her story (line 25).  She directs her gaze toward Matilda and recounts a related 

story of the egg vendor and the young boy who ruins his eggs by dumping over 

the basket:  

23 Esther: Mis[ken. 
Poor thing. 

24 Levana:        [((looking at to Esther))  
       [Mi mama lo kantava [en kaza.  
       My mom sang it at home. 

25 Esther:                                            [Tenia un baston,  
                                            He had a cane,  

26  Venia un ijiku,  
A little boy came,  

27  Le travava el sesto de los guevos, (2.0) 
He (pulled) the basket of eggs, 

28  Akurria para (              )  
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He ran toward (           ) 
29  Le vazia los guevos.   

He emptied his [basket of] eggs. 
30 All: A↑y yai yai. 
31 Esther: Mamash hayah norah. 

It was really terrible. 
 
The group responds to Esther’s description of events – the boy emptying the 

basket of eggs, thereby breaking them all – with the disapproval expected from 

such bad behavior and as appropriate given Esther’s negative evaluation: Ay yai 

yai!  Esther confirms the appropriateness of their response Mamash hayah 

norah (It was really terrible - Hebrew), emphasizing again her evaluation of the 

narrative events.  

The story doesn’t end here, however.  What begins as Esther’s attempt to 

provide Matilda with a new story becomes the trigger for a series of narratives, 

both personal and traditional, that allow the women to reflect on how times have 

changed with regard children’s behavior.  In informal settings, conversational 

narratives seem to come up naturally, but we recognize, as Polanyi (1989:17) 

points out, when a story is being told: “story recipients are alerted by 

conventional story introducers which a would-be storyteller uses to signal the 

intention to tell a story.  The talk then moves out of the here and now of the 

conversation into a storyworld: another time, often another location, populated by 

other participants.”  Jefferson argues that conversational stories are both locally 

occasioned – they emerge from talk – and sequentially implicative for turn-by-

turn talk – they re-engage talk (1978:220).  The five narratives that follow 

Esther’s story appear in “clumps”, and as Sacks argues, the apparent similarity 
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between clumps of stories is not due to chance, but rather is something 

interactionally achieved (1992:249, vol. 2).  He posits that if the duty of a listener 

is to prove that he or she understood the point or relevance of the story, this can 

be accomplished through claiming to understand or by exhibiting an 

understanding.  The latter, which is the stronger of the two, can be done by 

producing a second story that confirms that the speaker’s point was made clear.  

Demonstrating an understanding of the narrator’s point is a necessary step for a 

story to be regarded as complete.  Ryave contends that the meaning or 

relevance of stories is not necessarily “a pregiven or established matter intrinsic 

to a recounting or significance statement, but instead seems to be an issue that 

is a contingent, managed concern of the conversation in which it occurs” 

(1978:126-7).  In the context of the Storytellers’ Circle, the participants show their 

alignment with one another through attending to their stories and following up 

with related stories that show that they understand not just the story, but the 

broader experience that the stories highlight.  

Building on the negative behavior of the boy in the story and the negative, 

though appropriate, reaction of the women upon hearing the story, Levana 

expands on the story’s events by making a general statement about how poorly 

behaved children were at that time.  Dora follows by asserting that it was not only 

children of long ago, but all children, that exhibit poor behavior.  Matilda then 

builds on the confluence of the themes of the prior story – children’s misbehavior 

and egg vendors – and launches a story of her father, whose own father was an 
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egg vendor in Izmir, Turkey.  When her father playfully breaks his father’s eggs, 

he is severely punished in a way that now seems brutal and archaic to the 

women.  Her story preface includes an explanation of how she heard it, since she 

does not have the first hand knowledge of events that Esther does:   

35 Matilda: Saves kualo me konto mi padre? 
You know what my father told me? 

36  Kuando el era chiko, (1.0) 
When he was little, 

37  Su padre vendia guevos en Izmir. (2.0) 
His father sold eggs in Izmir [Turkey]. 

38  El era kriatura.   
He was a little boy. 

39  Un dia, enviendo en la butika, 
One day, coming into  the store, 

40  Tomo=tenia una furchika, 
He took=he had a little brush, 

41  Empeso a romperle los guevos.  
And he started to break his eggs.    

42  Asi, “chik, chik”. (1.0) 
Like this “tap, tap”. 

43  Se estava divertiendo.   
He was having fun. 

44  “Chik chik chik”.   
“Tap, tap, tap”. 

45  Le rompio guevos. (2.0)  
He broke his [father’s] eggs. 

46  Vino el padre, 
The father came, 

47  Lo vido ke estaba aziendo esto, 
Saw what he was doing 

48  Lo aferro,  
Grabbed him, 

49  Lo echo a la falaka!  
Put him in the falaka! 

50 Levana: hayu `osim pa’am  
They used to do that! 

 
Matilda concludes her story, and Levana, who earlier makes the statement about 

poorly-behaved children of the past, now suggests that the punishment Matilda’s 



 278

grandfather inflicted on his son was a common practice: Hayu ‘osim davar 

kezeh (They used to do things like that).   

Yet it soon becomes clear that the full extent of the boy’s punishment 

cannot be appreciated, as a number of the younger women are unclear on the 

meaning of the term falaka2.  As Matilda describes the process of hanging a 

child upside-down by the ankle and beating the soles of his or her feet, she, 

together with the two women sitting next to her, enact the motion:  

51 Doli:                     [Falaka? 
52 Matilda: Lo-lo metia,  

They put him, 
53  Lo aferraba por el pie,  

They would grab him by the foot 
54  Lo kolgaba,  

Hang him, 
55  [I lo pegaba.   

And beat him. 
56 Mat., 

Dora, 
Levana 

[((motion hitting someone with a stick)) 
 

57 Matilda: E:sto era ‘falaka’! 
That was ‘falaka’ 

58 Dora: hayom, [a]tah `ose davar kezeh? 
Today, ya’ do something like that? 

 
 

Dora, one of the women making the beating motion, follows the description of 

this punishment with an implied warning about the potential repercussions of 

inflicting such a punishment today in Israel: hayom, [a]tah `ose davar kezeh? 

(Today, you do something like that?).   

                                                 
2 falaka: “Punishment commonly practiced in Turkey, consisting of beating the soles of the feet with a stick. 
It was not only executed on suspect criminals in police stations, but also in schools at the end of the school 
day, as a public event with the terrified schoolmates watching.  The moaning of the punished was 
accompanied by prayers of the audience” (Kohen and Kohen-Gordon 2000:169). 
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Figure #8: The falaka 
Matilda, Levana and Dora enact the falaka – the beating the soles 

of the feet – for the women who are unfamiliar with the practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corporal punishment in schools is no longer tolerated in Israel, and while no one 

present longs for a return to those days, there is a sense that today’s parents are 

too lax with respect to discipline and punishment of their children.  Matilda and 

Esther each follow with a story about what they consider to be inappropriate 

behavior on part of their grandchildren, and their daughters’ lack of reaction and 

punishment: 

59 Matilda: Porke mi inieta echo la Coca Cola ansina,  
Because my granddaughter [spilled Coca-Cola like this, 
                                             [((gestures with bottle))                   

60  La chikitika. (2.0) 
The little one. 

61  Tomo el bokal,   
She took the bottle, 

62  I lo estava vaziando.   
And she was emptying it. 

63  Yo le dishi  “no!”  
I said to her “No!”.   
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64  Vino pishin mi ija. (1.0) 
Immediately my daughter came running. 

65  “lamah at So`eqet? 
“Why are you shouting? 

66  [“lamah at So`eqet? 
Why are you shouting?” 

67 All: [((heads nods in agreement) 
 
In Matilda’s story, she describes her daughter’s anger at Matilda for what she 

views as an overreaction: yelling at her granddaughter to stop pouring a bottle of 

Coca-Cola on the floor.  Matilda code-switches to Hebrew and voices her 

daughter’s angry response as she chastises her mother for yelling at the little girl.  

Matilda laughs as she represents her daughter’s question “Why are you 

shouting?” as shouting, incredulous that such an action would warrant an angry 

reaction from the child’s mother.  The experience of a daughter rejecting her 

mother’s child-rearing suggesting obviously hits home for the other women, who 

nod their heads empathetically.   

Esther immediately follows, recounting her objection to her grandson not 

finishing half his dinner.  She describes her daughter’s calm response that it is 

her son’s stomach, and he alone can decide how much to eat.   

68 Esther: Yo : , 
I, 

69  Okurio una noche onde mi ija,  
It happened one night at my daughter’s, 

70  Medio pishkado el ijiku esta echando. (1.0) 
Her son is throwing away half his fish.   

71  Le dishi, “komo?  
I said “how=” 

72  >Disho< “ima’, zeh habeTen shelo. 
She said “Mom, it’s his stomach.   

73  kamah shehu’ roSeh yo’khal.”  
He’ll eat as much as he wants.” 

74 Matilda: nakhon.  
Right. 
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75 Levana: zeh:, mah she’omrim.  
That’s what they say. 
 

Like Matilda, Esther code-switches to Hebrew to represent her daughter’s words, 

in part because Hebrew is the language their daughters use on a daily basis, but 

perhaps also to reflect the modern, more lax ways of child-rearing indexed by 

Hebrew, a language they view as significantly more modern than Judeo-Spanish.   

Matilda and Esther’s narratives stand as a critique of their daughters and 

of modern discipline practices in general, both of which they view as too lax.  

Their daughters’, in contrast, view their mothers as unnecessarily strict, and it is 

later revealed that Matilda shared that view of the older generation when she was 

raising her children.  The storytelling continues with Matilda, who now builds on 

the themes from the previous narratives of mothers giving unsolicited advice 

about child-rearing and children who are allowed too much freedom.  She 

launches a story of her mother-in-law’s suggestion from years ago that Matilda 

cover her infant son’s nose with her hand and force him to eat when he is 

resistant to finishing his food.  When she refuses, her mother-in-law tells her that 

if she won’t do it, then she should eat it herself:  

76 Matilda: Kualo me dizia mi suegra? 
What did my mother-in-law used to say? 

77  Yo le daba de komer al Yoram, 
I was feeding Yoram, 

78  Le daba de komer kon la kucharika.   
I was feeding him with a spoon. 

79  Kuando, ya estaba la fina, 
When, toward the end, 

80  El no keria mas,  
He didn’t want anymore, 

81  Yo dizia “no importa”. 
I said “it doesn’t matter”.   
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82  Disho, “No:! 
She said, no! 

83  Sera la naris kon la mano i dale!”  
Close his nose with your hand and feed him!”. 

84  Le dishi “No!” 
I said no! 

85  “Sera la nariz i dale dale!”   
Close his nose and feed him! 

86  No es pekado este pokitiko. 
That little bit isn’t a shame (to waste). 

87  Le dishi, “No,  
I said, “No, 

88  Yo no le sero la naris kon la mano.”  
I’m not closing his nose.” 

89  Disho, “Kometelo tu!”   
She said, “So you eat it!” 

90  I yo lo komi! (2.0)  
And I ate it!   

91  “Kometelo [tu!”   
“You eat it!” 

92 All:                    [((Laugh)) 
93 Doli: asur lizrok, eh? 

It’s forbidden to throw away [food], huh? 
94 Matilda: betaH.  

Of course.  
95  asur lizrok. (1.0) 

It’s forbidden to waste. 
96  zeh haklal eSleynu babayit.  

That’s the rule in our house. 
 

Just as Matilda and Esther’s daughters reject their mother’s advice, Matilda 

rejected the advice of her mother-in-law.  Each generation views the prior one as 

too strict, and the younger generation as too lax.  While in some cases the 

women long for what they consider to be more respectful, disciplined days, there 

are certain practices, such as the falaka and force-feeding children, that strongly 

contradict Esther’s earlier contention: Todo lo viejo, briyo komo el espejo 

(Everything old, shines like a mirror).  
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At the conclusion of Matilda’s narrative, Doli states in Hebrew in line 93 

what she understands as the moral of the story: Asur lizrok (It’s forbidden to 

throw away [food]).  The point of Matilda’s story, however, was not to recount her 

mother-in-law’s theory on wasting food, but rather on disciplining children.  For 

women who lived through numerous wars and difficult times, wasting food is 

certainly something to avoid, but the point of Matilda’s story and the argument 

she describes relates to the question of who should be making decisions about 

when and what and how much a child should eat: the child or the mother.  For 

Matilda as a young mother, she felt that leaving a small amount of food uneaten 

was negligible; in contrast, for her granddaughter to dump Coke on the floor, or in 

Esther’s case, for her grandson to throw away half his dinner, reflects true 

wastefulness, but even more importantly, a lack of discipline and consequences 

for willful and negative behavior.  Despite Doli’s missing the main point of the 

story, Matilda agrees with her assessment by asserting in lines 94-96 that 

wasting food, as a rule, is not permitted in her house.    

 Building on the topic of children leaving food uneaten, Esther immediately 

follows with a humorous but related tale, prefaced with Omrim sheisha echad 

(They say that some woman).  Unlike all the previous narratives, where the 

narrators establishes the truthfulness of the events by identifying the characters 

in relation to themselves (“my father’s father”, “my daughter”, “my granddaughter, 

the little one”) and/or to the location (“avia a la schona onde morava yo, un 

viejo” (there was, in the neighborhood where I lived, an old man), here Esther 
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makes no such claims, and in fact, her preface Omrim (they say) indicates 

distance from the narrative.  She recounts a humorous tale of a woman who 

goes to the doctor complaining of her weight.  When the doctor asks what it is 

that she eats, she responds by saying that she eats only what her children don’t 

finish.  Because the previous talk was in Hebrew, Esther begins to tells her story 

in Hebrew, switching to Judeo-Spanish in the middle when prompted by Matilda 

in line 99: 

97 Esther:                 [omrim she’ishah eHat halkhah larofe’,  
                People say that one woman went to the doctor,  

98  wehaytah me’od shemenah.= 
And she was very fat. 

99 Matilda: =Espanyol, eh? 
 (Judeo-)Spanish, huh? 

100 Esther: Estava muy godra.   
She was very fat. 

101 Matilda: Kain 
Yes. 

 
Matilda, demonstrating that she is both listening and satisfied that Esther has 

complied with her request for Judeo-Spanish, backchannels with “yes” – but, 

contrary to her own request, does so in Hebrew.  This is not uncommon, as 

bilingual or multilingual speakers are more often than not unaware of their code-

switching, as Kroskrity (1993) and Zentella (1997) both note.  Even when they 

think they are speaking in one language – and in this situation, Matilda is very 

attuned to the languages of the others – they may be speaking another. 

Esther seamlessly switches to Judeo-Spanish to continue her tale, and at 

its conclusion, Doli laughs and proclaims the truth of the situation (line 106): 
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wezeh be’emet kakhah! (And it’s really like that!).  Matilda concurs, again in 

Hebrew, triggered by Doli’s use of Hebrew.    

102 Esther: Le disho el doktor,  
The doctor said to her, 

103  “Kero ke me digas kualo komes, dia entero.”  
“I want you to tell me what you eat the entire day.” 

104  “Yo, komo solo lo ke deshan mis ijikus.”  
“Me, only eat what my children leave [on their plates]” 

105 All: ((laughter)) 
106 Doli: V’ze b’emet kacha! 

 And it’s really like that! 
107 Matilda: Ken. 

Yes. 
 
The other women’s laughter is yet another way of indicating that they are  

listening and understand the point of Esther’s story.  Despite it being a joke, the  

story resonates with the women as true, and they empathize with the  

protagonist.  The stories continue, and different women speak up and share  

other humorous stories that relate to the topics of eating and family relations  

around food.  The women of the Storytellers’ Circle grapple with the changing  

values and behaviors of their modern world.  Together, they tell stories, laugh,  

eat and reaffirm their common values and experience.  Despite their frustrations  

or inability to understand their daughters’ perspectives, they are able to  

demonstrate their empathy at the situation through telling stories. In sharing  

narratives, the women realize that they are in the same boat and are comforted  

by the company and laughter that surrounds them.  In the next section, I discuss  

how Sephardic women grapple with pain and loss and use narrative to help  

make sense of their lives and experiences. 
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Sol and Esther: Storytelling and Personal Meaning 

Throughout this chapter, I have discussed how storytelling is taught in the 

classroom and organized as a formal activity in Vini Kantaremos, and I have also 

analyzed the way that stories are interactively produced in the Storytellers’ Circle.  

I would now like to turn to a more intimate setting to examine the way that stories 

are experienced by the people who tell them. 

   

The role of narrative 

Once thought to be only reflective of reality, narrative is now viewed by 

scholars as means for people to actively constitute their reality.  Bruner writes 

that “narratives do not exist…in some real world, waiting patiently and eternally to 

be veridically mirrored in a text”.  Instead, “we organize our experience and our 

memory of human happenings mainly in the form of narrative” (1991:4).  These 

narratives, as Schriffrin suggests, are drawn upon to locally situate past events, 

demonstrating their current relevance, but we also draw upon our cultural 

knowledge and expectations to situate our experience globally (1996:171).  Our 

understanding of time is also tied to the way we narrate our experiences, and as 

Ochs and Capps note, narrative “organizes a vector of experience along a 

temporal horizon that spans past, present, and possible realms” (1996:37).  For 

Sol Maimaran and Esther Levy, narrative provides them a means to reconcile 

events in their lives within a framework of Jewish and Sephardic wisdom and 

humor that cuts across centuries and continents.  In this next section, I examine 
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a series of four consecutive narratives performed by Sol and Esther that 

demonstrates the use of this framework. 

 

Overview of the four narratives 

 In the summer of 1997, I met with Sol and Esther, longtime neighbors, in 

their apartment building in a working-class neighborhood of Jerusalem.  Over the 

years, these women contributed numerous songs to Matilda’s songbook and 

actively participated in the Storytelling Circle and Vini Kantaremos.  Both were 

born in raised in Jerusalem, and they grew up speaking Judeo-Spanish, later to 

be supplemented by Hebrew, and in Sol’s case, English.  Sitting in Sol’s living 

room, our conversations vacillated between Hebrew and Judeo-Spanish.  Their 

narration did as well, the first of which was sung, and their performances reflect 

the various influences and factors that compose their identity as Sephardim: 

traditional Jewish history, pre-1492 Spain and their own lives in Israel.  

Figure #9: Sol and Esther 
Sol (right) narrates a tale in her Jerusalem apartment  

as Esther (left) and I (not pictured) listen. 
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The first narrative is a Medieval Spanish ballad, Delgadina, sung by 

Esther.  Whether or not she knows that this ballad can be traced back centuries 

to Spain, for her its value lies in having been taught to her by her Aunt Dona, who 

raised her after her mother’s early death and whom Esther holds in high esteem: 

Era una mujer muy muy inteligenti. Savia bodrar, savia koser. (She was a 

very very intelligent woman. She knew how to embroider, she know how to sew.)  

The ballad tells a tale of a king who falls in love with his daughter.  Unable to 

have her, he locks her in a tower, feeding her only salty meat and bitter orange 

juice.  She begs her family members for water (agua) claiming that she will soon 

die of thirst.  The second narrative is told in Hebrew by Sol.  She tells of her 

hundred-year old mother who is injured after falling out of bed.  Following 

numerous checkups at the hospital, her mother awakens thirsty in the middle of 

the night.  She asks the nurse for water – again the use of the word agua – but 

the Hebrew-speaking nurse doesn’t understand, and she suffers through the 

night.  Sol continues and tells a third narrative, also in Hebrew, this time a 

traditional Jewish tale relating a dialogue between God and the Angel of Death.  

The tale describes God’s decision that people will die for a reason, and as a 

result their loved ones will not blame the Angel of Death for taking them.  The 

final narrative is a traditional humorous Sephardic tale told by Esther in Judeo-

Spanish.  A man becomes seriously ill, and his wife is distraught at the idea of 

losing her wonderful husband.  His less than wonderful reaction to his impending 

death leaves Esther to doubt the existence of true gentlemen, while at the same 
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time ending the series of four narratives on a humorous note.  Although I 

reference all four narratives in the sequence, it is Sol’s narration of her mother’s 

fall and the tale of the Angel of Death on which I focus my analysis. 

 

Analysis: reconciling pain and loss 

Early in our meeting, Esther tells me she wants to sing a song taught to 

her by her Aunt Dona.  She characterizes the song as una romanza muy muy 

tristi (a very very sad ballad), and though unsure at first how it begins, she 

quickly remembers and follows the lyrics in the book.  She sings of a king’s 

inappropriate love for his daughter, Delgadina, and how he locks her away and 

denies her access to water.  A phrase from the chorus, “dame un pokitiko 

d’agua” (give me a little bit of water), repeated a number of times, brings Sol to 

seize control of the interaction as soon as the song is completed:   

1 Sol: ani roSah lesaper lakh mashehu= 
   I want to tell you something= 
2 Esther:   =Y[o:, 
    =I, 
3     Sol:      [keshe’ani shoma`at ‘agua’, (0.5) 

   When I hear ‘agua’, 
4  keshe’ani shoma`at ‘agua’, 
  When I hear ‘agua’, 
5   nizkeret me’ima’ sheli. 
   I am reminded of my mother. 

 
Triggered by Delgadina’s plea for agua (water), Sol announces her desire to tell 

a story (line 1).  Esther initially ignores her request, but Sol begins anyway in line 

3 with keshe’ani shoma`at ‘agua’ nizkeret me’ima’ sheli (When I hear ‘agua’ 

I’m reminded of my mother), which she repeats a second time, both to prevent 
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Esther from continuing and to justify doing so.  Sol demonstrates the relevance of 

what she is about to tell by linking her story to the theme of Esther’s ballad: being 

deprived of water.  Delgadina’s 15th century cries for water were not attended to 

by her family members, who were under orders of the king, while Sol’s mothers 

cries were simply unintelligible to the Hebrew speaking nurse:    

21 Sol:  hi’: raStah mayim. (1.0)   
   She wanted water. 
22  kol halaylah haytah omeret, 
  All night she was saying, 
   ‘A:gua, (0.5) a:gua, (0.5) [a:gua,’ 
23   ‘Water, water, water, 
24 Esther:                                               [miskenah hi’ lo’ yad`ah `ivrit. 
                                                 Poor thing she didn’t know Hebrew. 
25 Sol:   aHayot lo’ yod`ot mah zeh ‘agua’.  
   Nurses don’t know what ‘agua’ is. 
26 Jill:  Oh no! 
27 Sol:  baboqer (.) ba’ah et [sic] aHoti shehayah tor shelah. (.) 
   In the morning my sister whose turn it was came. 
28   az omeret “mi zot ‘agua agua agua’?   
   So ((the nurse says)) “Who is ‘agua agua agua’?  
29   kol halaylah haytah omeret [‘agua’ ”. 
   All night she was saying ‘agua’ ” 
30 Esther:                     [miskenah. 

                           Poor thing. 
31  Sol:  zeh ko’ev li halev [sic] keshe’ani shoma`at. 

 My heart aches when I hear [it]. 
 
Sol continues to describe her mother’s experience in heavily-accented Hebrew, 

code-switching to Judeo-Spanish on the word agua.  Of the 33 references to 

water in the complete transcript, only once (line 21) does Sol use the Hebrew 

term for water: Hi ratSa mayim (She wanted water).  

In line 31 she goes beyond her original claim that hearing agua reminds 

her of her mother and asserts that it hurts her heart to hear the word (zeh ko’ev 

li halev).  The events of this narrative are not a closed chapter in Sol’s life, as the 
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mention of the word agua continues to cause her great pain years later.  Yet she 

herself mentions it, over and over again, and in doing so brings her audience 

back to the moments in the narrated event in which agua was originally uttered – 

first by her mother to her nurse, and later by the nurse to the daughter.  Her 

narration in Hebrew anchors the audience in a contemporary Israeli context, and 

each time Sol repeats the word agua, the audience can feel the contrast 

between Modern Hebrew and the archaic utterances floating from her mother’s 

sickbed.  Through the use of direct quoted speech, Sol merges the narrated and 

narrative event, recreating the situation so that the audience can participate in 

her pain.  Examination of the different ways that agua is voiced by the story’s 

characters also reveals the perspective with which Sol remembers the events, 

although she was not present at either time.  In line 23, Sol voices her mother’s 

weak cries “Agua …agua … agua” as full of suffering.  In contrast, in line 28, Sol 

depicts the nurse’s question “Who is ‘agua agua agua’?” as impatient and 

uncaring.   

When Esther interjects in line 24 miskenah hi’ lo’ yad’ah `ivrit (Poor 

thing, she didn’t know Hebrew), Sol explains the situation by making a general 

claim as to nurses’ linguistic knowledge: aHayot lo’ yod`ot mah zeh ‘agua’ 

(Nurses don’t know what ‘agua’ is).  This statement does not only apply to this 

specific past event, but to the present time as she experiences it.  Her later 

characterization of her mother’s nurse in line 67 as “haaHot ha`ivrit” (the 

Hebrew nurse) who “didn’t know what the Spanish agua was” is consistent with 
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the world she knows today.  Sol’s description of the nurse as “Hebrew”, rather 

than “Hebrew-speaking”, demonstrates the common iconization of language and 

identity.   Sol, Esther, and other Sephardim like them may be speakers of 

Hebrew, but the label “Hebrew”, with all its connotations, is a label that does not 

accurately describe their identity and would thus never be applied to them.   Sol 

and Esther’s families have been in Jerusalem for generations, long before the 

revitalization of Hebrew and the creation of the State of Israel.  But for Sephardim 

in the modern, Hebrew-speaking Israeli world, an old woman crying out for water, 

in her native tongue and in her native land, is no longer understood. 

An interesting and important element of Sol’s narration is her frequent use 

of evaluations to reveal her attitude toward the events of the narrative.  

Throughout the explanation of the complicating events Sol provides an ongoing 

evaluation in which she repeats zeh ko’ev li halev /halev ko’ev li (My heart 

aches),  reiterating the most painful element of the narrative: her thirsty mother’s 

inability to communicate with her nurse.  Sol is not the only one to provide an 

ongoing evaluation of the events of the narrative.  Esther plays an active role 

throughout.  In addition to providing acknowledgement, ken (Yes) and validation, 

at Sodeket  (You’re right), she offers her own insight into the situation in lines 

48-50:  

45 Esther:  miskenah, wemizeh hi’ lo’ qamah. 
  Poor thing and from that she didn’t get up. 

46   wemehanefilah [hazo’t hi’ lo’ qamah. 
   And from that fall she didn’t get up. 
47 Sol:          [hayah zeh kenir’eh, 
                                   It was this it seems, 
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48 Esther:  yesh nefilot qashot shelo’ qamim yoter. 
   There are hard falls after which you don’t get. 
49   Sarikh lehitgaber [sic] koaH. (1.0)   
   You have to gather strength. 
50   koaH nafshi. 
   Emotional strength. 
51 Sol:  naflah mehamiTah zeh kenir’eh, (1.0) 
   She fell from the bed probably, 
52   aval zeh keshe’ani shoma`at ‘agua’ ko’ev li halev. 
   But when I hear ‘agua’ my heart aches. 
53 Esther:  ani roSah lesaper lakh sipur me’od yafeh= 
   I want to tell you a very nice story= 

 
Whereas embedded evaluations are presented as occurring at the moment of the 

narrated event, thus preserving the drama of the narrative, Sol and Esther’s 

evaluations are external to it.  As such, they serve to suspend the narrative’s 

action (Labov 1972:374), thus returning themselves and the audience to the 

present.  Sol’s repeated claims that her heart aches are transported to the 

present as well, where they become a commentary on her lingering pain.  It must 

be noted, on the other hand, that Esther’s final evaluation in line 45 is an attempt 

to recapture the floor.  When she realizes that Sol is repeating herself and not 

providing new information, Esther’s evaluations begin to appear more frequently.  

After a story as painful as this, it would be inappropriate to take the floor abruptly 

and change the subject.  Esther, therefore, offers an evaluative miskenah (Poor 

thing) in line 45 and then inserts a coda in lines 48-50, a device signaling the 

narrative’s completion (Labov 1972:365).  She extends the relevance of the story 

beyond Sol’s mother and points to the general implications of a devastating fall 

and the strength required for recovery.  Sol resists this attempt at closure, 

however, repeating yet again in line 52 how painful it is for her to hear agua, in 
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an effort to draw the audience back to her narrative.  Esther continues on her 

intended path and attempts to regain the floor in line 53, this time making explicit 

her desire to tell a story of her own: Ani rotza l’saper lach sipur m’od yafeh (I 

want to tell you a very nice story).  Through Sol’s evaluations, she alternates 

between the time of the narrated events and the present, which allows her the 

potential of providing a more forceful resolution (Labov 1972) and a stronger link 

between the present and a meaningful past (Bauman 1992). 

Despite Esther’s efforts, Sol succeeds in maintaining the floor, and she 

launches her second narrative in order to situate the events of her life within the 

broader framework of tradition.   

66  Sol: metah beri’ah. 
 She died healthy. 

67  wekenir’eh basof Sarikh sibah. 
 It seems in the end you need a reason. 

68  arikh sibah lamut.  
You need a reason to die. 

69  elohim, (0.5) 
 God, 

70  MeHaleq tafqidim lekol hamel’akhim. 
 Assigns roles to all the angels. 

71  “atah tihyeh sar lezeh, 
  “You’ll be the angel of this, 

Although her mother was healthy, Sol suggests in lines 67-68 that people need a 

reason to die.  This statement serves as a segue into her next story, which is a 

Hebrew dialogue between God and an angel.  In this Jewish tale, God is 

assigning a specific task to all of his angels.  The newly-appointed Angel of 

Death is upset with his task, claiming that people will curse him for taking away 

their loved ones.  God explains that there will be a reason that each person dies, 
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we’af eHad lo’ yagid sheba’ mal’akh hamawet welaqaH otah (And no one will 

say that the Angel of Death came and took her).  Sol narrates this as a past 

event, but she presents it in such a way as to demonstrate its continued 

relevance to her life.  Her use of reported speech, like in her first narrative, allows 

for the interpenetration of multiple voices and perspectives: God’s, the Angel’s, 

and both of their representations of the people who will lose their loved ones.   

73 Sol: we’eHad mal’akh [sic], 
  And one angel, 
74  “atah tihyeh mal’akh hamawet”.  (2.0) 
  “You’ll be the Angel of Death”. 
75  we’amar mal’akh hamawet, 
  And the Angel of Death said, 
76  “elohi:m, 
  God, 
77  al titen li hatafqid hazeh.” 

Don’t give me this task.” 
78  “Az lamah?” 
  “Well why?” 
79  “kulam yiqalelu oti. 
  “Everyone will curse me 
80  ‘ba’ mal’akh hamawet welaqaH ota’.” 
  ‘The Angel of Death came and took her’.” 

 
Sol brings their voices to the moment, again merging the narrated and narrative 

event.  She concludes with Zeh ma’aseh (That’s a tale).  Sol and Esther’s 

previous evaluations served to link Sol’s narrative of a past event to the 

meaningful present.  Through use of the coda, however, we are shifted back a 

step in time.  Sol’s narrative becomes that meaningful present to which the tale of 

the very distant, traditional Jewish past is now linked.  It is through this process of 

traditionalization, the drawing of symbolic links between present talk and a 

meaningful past, that the narration is endowed with situated meaning (Bauman 
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1992), helping Sol to understand and justify the death of her otherwise healthy 

mother.  Her subsequent pause indicates that she has finished, and she yields 

the floor to Esther. 

Esther instantly changes both the pace of the interaction and the 

language; she follows with a humorous story in Judeo-Spanish, one that she told 

at an event organized by Koen-Sarano.  She explains that a man becomes very 

ill and is admitted to the hospital.  His wife is very upset and visits him daily.  One 

day, he asks her to come the next day with her hair done, dressed in her finest 

dress and jewels.  Although worried that the sickness has infected his mind as 

well, she does as he asks.  She returns the next day, dressed as requested, and 

asks why he had asked her to do so:   

139 Esther: Le dijo “Mira, (1.0) 
   She says to him “Look, 
140   Te kero demandar una demanda. 
   I want to ask you a question. 
141   Tu estas tanto hazi:nu, 
   You’re so sick, 
142   I por ke kijistes ke venga oy, 
   And why did you want me to come today, 
143   Kon todas las joyas, 
   With all my jewels, 
144   I ke me vista ansina?” 
   And that I dress like this?” 
145   “Ah” le dijo. (1.0) 
   “Ah” he said to her. 
146   “Agora va pasar de aki Malach Hama:vet. 
   “Now the Angel of Death is going to pass by. 
147   Kero ke te vega a ti ermoza, 
   I want him to see you so beautiful, 
148   Pues te tome a ti i me deja a mi.” (2.0) 
   So he’ll take you and leave me.” 
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The husband’s idea that the Angel of Death might choose to take his beautiful 

wife instead of him leads Esther to conclude with her understanding of the point 

of the story, that there are no gentlemen in the world today.  She directs her talk 

to Sol:  Esto es ke no ay emunah mansevos.  No ay, eh, no Sol?  (This 

means that there isn’t belief in gentlemen.  There isn’t, right Sol?)  When she 

gets no response, she repeats her request for confirmation in Hebrew:  eyn 

emunah begvarim (You can’t trust husbands). 

 The tale of the Angel of Death, like so many traditional narratives, 

provides Sol with a framework within which she can make sense of her 

experience.  Taylor writes that moral frameworks provide the explicit and implicit 

background upon which we form moral judgments and make sense of our lives 

(1989:26).  We do this, he suggests, by relating our experiences to “greater 

patterns of history” (ibid.:97).  Thus the story of the Angel of Death helps Sol 

make sense of this troubling event, bringing her comfort by grounding her 

experience in the world of Jewish tradition and the frameworks it provides.  While 

the tale of the Angel of Death can be understood as inherently traditional in the 

sense that it exists in various versions and has been passed down orally through 

the generations, what is more important is the way that Sol endows it with 

authority and value by demonstrating its application to the present time and to 

individual social actors.  The story of Sol’s mother ties into Esther’s ballad as 

well.  In it, we see a real-life Delgadina crying out for water, not victim of an 

incestuous king, but of a much more pressing threat – a world so marked by 
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change that no room remains for her language and culture.  The story of Sol’s 

mother is the glue that holds these narratives together, linking the traditional 

Jewish world, Medieval Spain, and the current Israeli context.  At the same time, 

the theme of the Angel of Death allows for Esther’s invocation of the traditional 

Sephardic world, as depicted through the humorous tale of the sick husband, a 

tale with broader implications about the changing world and lack of gentlemen.  

Ricoeur contends that we as narrators and audiences organize our 

understanding and memory of events in terms of an anticipated future anchored 

in both the past and the present (in Ochs 1994:124).  By providing a personal 

example from her own life, Sol forges links between the collective past and her 

own, individual present and future.   

 

Conclusion 

Bruner writes: “Even our individual autobiographies…depend on being 

placed within a continuity provided by a constructed and shared social history in 

which we locate our Selves and our individual continuities.  It is a sense of 

belonging to this canonical past that permits us to form our own narratives of 

deviation while maintaining complicity with the canon” (1991:20).  For the 

Sephardim, that canon is disappearing along with the skilled storytellers.  In an 

attempt to counteract this and to encourage a reconnection with the Sephardic 

canonical past, storytelling activities are becoming a greater focus within the 

Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement.  Classes have been created to teach 
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Sephardim about Sephardic traditional narratives, and events have been 

organized to entertain the audience with stories of far away people and places 

and humorous tales of Djoha.   

Storytelling in these contexts, however, looks very different than it did in 

the past.  Storytelling as a skill has always been differentially distributed, as 

Esther notes when she describes her neighbors: Tenia unas vizinas muy 

buenas ke savian kontar (I had some good neighbors who knew how to tell).  

Those particularly skilled storytellers stood out from the rest in their ability to find 

a story to fit the occasion and to make the characters come alive through gesture 

and voice.  However, in the past, the audience had greater access to the floor 

and had ability offer challenges such as Matilda’s frequent comment to her 

father: Ya lo kontates! (You already told it!).  Conversely, the classroom and Vini 

Kantaremos are characterized by social inequity that significantly limits the roles 

that participants can play, in addition to the limits that their own linguistic and/or 

cultural knowledge might otherwise impose on them.  The student narrators can 

request additional background information, translation and pronunciation 

assistance, but other questions and comments are shushed or postponed for a 

later time.  The audience at Vini Kantaremos can clap, laugh and physically 

demonstrate their attention and interest, but as Goffman notes, “Indeed, and 

fundamentally, the role of the audience is to appreciate remarks made, not to 

reply in any direct way.  They give the floor…but rarely get it” (1981:138). 
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The Storytellers’ Circle and Sol and Esther’s interaction, by contrast, is 

more closely aligned with the way that storytelling naturally occurred, with less of 

a division between narrator and audience or student and teacher.  The 

participants are free to compete for the floor and participate in one another’s 

narration.  The interruptions and overlaps that characterize much of the 

participants’ talk is at times motivated by a desire to capture or recapture the 

floor, while at other times is an attempt to align themselves with the primary 

narrator and demonstrate their understanding of the narrator’s point.  Stories are 

not used here to expand vocabulary or increase cultural knowledge.  Instead, the 

participants in these events use narrative to evaluate the events of their lives 

relative to the experiences of others and to the Jewish and Sephardic wisdom 

embodied in traditional narrative. 

The older generation continues to use traditional Sephardic stories to help 

make sense of their own stories and experiences.  The younger generation, less 

fluent in Judeo-Spanish and less familiar with these stories, participates more 

passively in these storytelling activities and achieves different goals: increasing 

their understanding of their culture, learning about Judeo-Spanish and accessing 

memories of people and places in their past.  The content of Sephardic stories is 

oriented toward the past, but at the same time that it triggers nostalgia, it is 

future-oriented in its ability to help fuel interest in the perpetuation of Judeo-

Spanish language and culture.  Many of the participants in Sephardic storytelling 

events have limited knowledge of Judeo-Spanish and little familiarity with the 
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culture, yet they continue to be drawn to these narratives.   It is therefore 

revealing to examine this connection with the past and the ways in which, 

through storytelling, community members forge links of continuity up through the 

present and beyond.  Such a focus allows us to view the creative process in 

which speakers situate their lives and their experiences along a temporal and 

cultural continuum, creating a sense of coherence in their changing lives and 

worlds.  
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CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSION 

 
There is reason for optimism because local language communities 

 all over the world are taking it upon themselves to act on behalf of their  
imperiled linguistic traditions in full understanding of, and in spite of,  

the realistic perception that the cards are stacked against them. 
Ash, Fermino and Hale (2001:20) 

 

The future of Judeo-Spanish 

 Like so many other languages in the world today, Judeo-Spanish is 

endangered.  Its speakers are growing old and have not passed their language 

on to their children and grandchildren.  Looking back, some express regret for 

having made this decision but feel it was the best decision they could have made 

at the time.  For many, the need provide their children with every opportunity 

outweighed their attachment to their language.  Others, after the destruction of 

two-thirds of Europe’s Jewish population, readily left their native language behind 

to begin fresh in Israel.  Others still had little choice when the language of their 

native land became Hebrew, a language they did not speak but knew they would 

need to learn.  Some Sephardim continued speaking Judeo-Spanish with their 

spouses and children, while their children spoke back to them in near-flawless 

Hebrew.  Today, many of these Hebrew-speaking adults are now interested in 

regaining the language they lost – or, in many cases, never had.  They enroll in 

language classes, attend lectures and listen intently to familiar melodies and 

stories that many remember hearing from their parents or grandparents.  Their 
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parents’ generation also participates in these activities in order to reminisce with 

a group of people who remember a different time, different places and a different 

way of life. 

The contexts in which Judeo-Spanish is currently used, however, look 

very different than the places and situations in which Judeo-Spanish was spoken 

in the past.  Today, when Judeo-Spanish is used, its is largely in formal contexts, 

a conscious performance in which participants pay close attention to how things 

are said.  The ideology underlying the creation of these activities is that Judeo-

Spanish is a language worth saving, and the numerous goals that underlie these 

activities them include contesting the dominant ideologies that have caused 

Sephardim to view Judeo-Spanish as a language of low prestige, teaching and 

promoting the language and its verbal art, recreating a sense of community and 

encouraging others to participate in the perpetuation of their language and 

culture.  To what end?  

  

Pessimism or realism? 

 Language activists in Israel and researchers around the world expressed 

a range of opinions – including anger, disbelief and sadness – when Tracy 

Harris’s sociolinguistic study was published in 1994 with the title Death of a 

Language: A History of Judeo-Spanish (Harris 2003).  Such a pessimistic view, in 

their opinion, amounted to a death verdict that rendered their revitalization efforts 

meaningless.  Years later, after completing my fieldwork, members of the 
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National Authority for Ladino expressed their strong hope that my study would be 

more optimistic.  I tried my best convey to them that unlike Harris’s research, 

which focused on the language, I was focusing on them: the language activists 

and members of the Sephardic community who use Judeo-Spanish.  My goals 

were not to make predictions and prognoses, but rather to look at what 

Sephardim are actively doing, given the tenuous state of Judeo-Spanish, to keep 

it alive and make it a part of both their present and their future.    

This type of study, however, carries its own risks and awkwardness.  

Despite the willingness of my linguistic consultants and other participants to be 

interviewed and videotaped, few if any of those who shared their stories and 

experiences with me could have imagined the micro-level analyses to which I 

would later subject their words and interactions.  Knowing that my completed 

dissertation would quickly make its way into their hands, I decided to contact 

Tracy Harris, whom I had initially met as an MA student and later at Judeo-

Spanish conferences, to learn more about the diverse reactions following the 

publication of her book.  She responded the next day with a copy of a paper she 

had recently presented at the 13th British Conference for Judeo-Spanish Studies 

entitled Death of a Language Revisited: Reactions, Results and Maintenance 

Efforts on behalf of Judeo-Spanish since 1994.  In it, she cites the scholars who 

informed her perspective as a doctoral student in 1978 that Judeo-Spanish was 

dying (see Vidal-Sephiha 1977, Besso 1970, Renard 1966).  Her subsequent 

sociolinguistic study, which involved Judeo-Spanish speakers in New York and 
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Israel in 1978 and Los Angeles in 1985, would later become the basis for her 

book.  In her conference paper, she notes that many agreed with the premise of 

her book, that the language is dying, while others opposed it.  In support of her 

conclusions, Armistead (1995:604-5) wrote:  

Anyone who has done fieldwork among Spanish Jews soon becomes 
acutely aware that their language.....has now entered a period of perilous, 
terminal decline....The results are enormously interesting, but leave no 
grounds for optimism. 
 

However, in light of the revitalization efforts underway, both in Israel and 

throughout the world, many argued that her conclusions were overly pessimistic: 

It is difficult not to be impressed by the great amount of work behind this 
research,... and yet it is also hard not to be hurt by the apocalyptic tone 
accompanying the book (Refael 1996:92). 
 

Harris (2003:4) admits to having been naïve to the potential repercussions of her 

book within the Sephardic community, and she wonders if her same conclusions 

would been accepted with less resistance had her title avoided reference to 

language death had simply been A History of Judeo-Spanish.  As Moshe Shaul 

told her at a conference a number of years after its publication, it was the tone of 

what she said, not necessarily what she said, that made people defensive and 

upset.  

What Tracy Harris experienced is not unlike what community-external 

language advocates face when their conversations about language 

endangerment are heard by community members.  Hill (2002) has recently 

challenged linguists and linguistic anthropologists to consider the potential 

repercussions that their advocacy rhetoric may cause to the communities of 
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speakers of endangered languages.  She argues that academics and 

policymakers are the ones most often heard in these global discussions, yet she 

wonders whether the community members who hear what they have to say find it 

“empowering and encouraging, unintelligible and alienating, or something in 

between” (2002:119).  She suggests that the themes commonly used to rally 

support for and attention to endangered languages are the very same that may 

unwittingly undermine these goals, and she challenges advocates to instead 

work in collaboration with community members to find an effective rhetoric that 

accomplishes policy and funding goals while still addressing community 

concerns.   

In addition to the uproar following the publication of her book, Harris 

describes another result as the “’You know you’re right’ phenomenon”.  When 

presenting conference papers, she notes that community members would 

contest her claim that the language was dying when the floor was open to 

questions, but they would later approach her in private and tell her “You know, 

you’re right, people are not speaking the language anymore” (Harris 2003:4).  

She realized that was not politically correct to make public claims about the death 

of Judeo-Spanish, despite the fact that many agreed with her conclusions.  

Predictions of language endangerment or death are not only matters of political 

correctness, however.  Nora England (2002:141-142) argues, for example, that 

the term “endangered” may itself be detrimental to the community’s efforts to 

promote the use of their language.  From the perspective of speakers who 
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already feel social pressure to adopt a dominant language, hearing their 

language referred to as “endangered” may be a final blow, as “there is no real 

point to speaking a language that is doomed” (England 2002:141).  If there is no 

point speaking a language, then it can be argued that there is no point in 

investing time, energy and money to work toward it revitalization.  In light of this, 

the reactions of Sephardic language activists to Death of a Language are 

understandable and highlight the need for sensitivity and community 

collaboration. 

   

Room for optimism? 

Twenty-five years after Harris began her research, I now reflect on the 

extensive efforts on part of the Sephardim to prove her conclusions wrong.  

While Harris’s book was not written from the perspective of language advocacy, 

Refael (1996:91), a member of Israel’s Sephardic community and professor of 

Ladino studies, notes its potential contributions to that end:  

Hopefully, Harris’s book will be a kind of voice calling for a strengthening 
of the research lines which will bring about the expansion and endowment 
of the Judeo-Spanish language to future generations. 
 

As a result of their numerous efforts in recent years, including Judeo-Spanish 

language classes, singing activities, storytelling events, lectures and 

conferences, Israeli Sephardim are beginning to change their prior evaluations of 

Judeo-Spanish as merely a language of the past.  The answer to the question so 

poignantly posed by Eliyahu, one of the students in the NAL class, as to whether 
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or not those who work to revitalize Judeo-Spanish are just an anachronism, is an 

answer that he himself feels confident to provide upon completion of the 

intensive adult Judeo-Spanish course:   

ha’im mah she’anaHnu `osim poh lo’ be`eSem anakhronizem? ha’im 
sefat haladino lo’ siymah tafqidah bahisToriah, we’anaHnu stam 
anakhronizem? 
hateshuvah hayom hi’ kemuvan shelo’ 

 
Is what we’re doing here not actually an anachronism?  Did the Ladino 
language not complete its task in history, and we are just anachronism?  
The answer today is of course not.  
 

Whether the answer to that question continues to be no, however, is directly 

dependent on the Sephardim.  If they choose to view Judeo-Spanish as 

something only of the past, then it will indeed remain there, but if they choose to 

make room for the language in their present and future, they can defy the 

predictions that continue to be made about its imminent demise.  Explicit and 

implicit ideologies about Judeo-Spanish, in particular relative to Hebrew, French 

and other languages considered more prestigious, influenced the Sephardim’s 

actions as children and young adults, causing them to shun Judeo-Spanish and 

cringe when their parents spoke it with them in public.  In contrast, as a result of 

the creation of the National Authority for Ladino and the increasing popularity of 

Judeo-Spanish activities, these same people are now leaving behind their 

feelings of shame and instead associating Judeo-Spanish with feelings of 

nostalgia and pride.   

 

The “trap” of nostalgia?  
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As pioneers for the revitalization of Judeo-Spanish, the value of language 

activists’ efforts will be measured by their ability to motivate others to guarantee a 

future for the language.  The concern among some that nostalgia will trap the 

students in the past leads them to discourage the study of old, familiar songs and 

stories, instead focusing on the study of Judeo-Spanish literary works that might 

otherwise be lost to future generations and that would also be of objective value 

to outsiders.  For the Sephardim themselves, who participate in the activities, 

Judeo-Spanish is more than a language, and its value lies primarily in the 

memories, the connections and the emotions that they associate with Judeo-

Spanish.  For its speakers, it is indeed the travel agency described in Vitali’s 

stand-up comedy routine, helping them cross time and space to visit another 

world full of different people, places and values.  But the travel agency does not 

only work backwards; it works toward the future as well.  The Sephardim are 

shifting from feeling shame to feeling nostalgia toward Judeo-Spanish, but this 

nostalgia has also created a sense of pride in their language and culture which 

they did not have before.  Pride is the component of “aggressive nostalgia” that 

Aaron refers to at the conclusion of the Judeo-Spanish course, when the 

students wonder what their roles can be in helping to keep the language alive.  

Just as the shift from shame to nostalgia has brought the students back in time, 

the shift toward pride at Judeo-Spanish and Sephardic culture is one that is 

indeed capable of taking them – and their language – into the future.  How far 

into the future, however, is not certain.  Government-sponsored activities are a 
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start, but without a young generation of speakers, the future of Judeo-Spanish is 

limited.  Before concluding, I would like to briefly discuss efforts to revitalize 

Yiddish, another Jewish language whose revitalization efforts resemble those of 

Judeo-Spanish but for a major difference: it has intergenerational transmission 

on its side, and therefore, for the time being, a more secure future.     

 

The “Sephardic Yiddish” 

That a Sephardic language exists, and indeed that Jews lived in Spain for 

centuries, is often new information for both Jews and non-Jews.  During the more 

than eight years that I have been studying this topic, I have often seen looks of 

confusion and disbelief from those only familiar with Ashkenazi Jews when I 

describe my research.  Many of those who have heard of Judeo-Spanish 

immediately equate it with Yiddish and ask, “That’s like Sephardic Yiddish, 

right?”.  In America, because the Jewish population is predominantly Ashkenazi, 

Yiddish is often assumed to be the only Jewish language aside from Hebrew.  

The theme song to the 1970s television show Laverne and Shirley brought the 

Yiddish words schlimiel1 (inept person) and schlimazel (unlucky person) into 

people’s living rooms, and today, Americans eat bagels with schmeers (cream 

cheese spreads) and launch Yiddish insults like klutz (clumsy) and schmuck 

(jerk) without necessarily knowing the origin of these words.  Many of these 

words have even made their way into standard English dictionaries.   

                                                 
1 Indicates Yiddish.  
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For those American Jews who do know of the Sephardim, in many cases 

that knowledge does not come from religious school education, which until 

recently focused primarily on Ashkenazi history and culture, or from any personal 

contact with them.  Numerous people have confessed to me that their awareness 

of Sephardic Jews comes from the musical segment about the Spanish 

Inquisition in Mel Brooks’ 1981 movie History of the World: Part 1, which includes 

the following lines:  

The Inquisition, let's begin / The Inquisition, look out sin  
We have a mission to convert the Jews / Jew, Jew, Jew, Jew, Jew, Jew, 
Jew We're gonna teach them wrong from right / We're gonna help them 
see the light  And make an offer that they can't refuse. 
 

What I want to highlight here is not Mel Brooks’ role in educating Americans 

about world history or a humorous musical segment about the tragic events of 

the Inquisition, but rather the song’s numerous Yiddish references.  In addition to 

exclamations of “Oy vey” (Woe is me), the line "I'm sittin' flickin' chickens and I'm 

lookin' through the pickins' and suddenly dees goyim pull down valls” contains 

Yiddish lexicon (goyim = non-Jews) and imitates the Yiddish accent (“dees” = 

these, “valls” = walls).  In America, even when the joke is about Sephardic Jews, 

the humor is Ashkenazi.   

In contrast to the US, there is a greater awareness in Israel of the diversity 

of Jewish experience, and just walking down the street is a lesson in the diverse 

origins of the Jewish people.  Of all minority Jewish languages spoken in Israel, 

however, Yiddish by far is the one that is heard most often on the street, as it is it 

has the greatest number of speakers.  Efforts similar to those of the Judeo-
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Spanish revitalization movement are underway to promote the use of Yiddish, but 

unlike Judeo-Spanish, the extended future of Yiddish is the hands – or, rather, in 

the mouths – of religious children. 

 

Yiddish in religious and secular life 

Throughout much of Ashkenazi history, Yiddish was used as the insider 

vernacular, with Hebrew as the liturgical language.  When necessary, a secular, 

outsider language was used to communicate with those beyond the Jewish 

community.  Prior to the Holocaust, Yiddish was the mother tongue of millions of 

Jews throughout Eastern Europe.  Despite the devastation and destruction of the 

Jewish population, within the religious communities of Israel, the US, Britain and 

other countries with large religious Jewish populations, Yiddish continues to be 

used for in-group communication.  The Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Jews view 

Yiddish as a tangible means of maintaining traditional values, consistent with the 

longing to re-create the Jewish way of life that existed prior to the Holocaust.  As 

Lewis Glinert argues, “[I]t is within this re-creation of a protected and nostalgically 

Eastern European lifestyle that Yiddish, a thoroughly Jewish language, plays a 

key role” (1999:2).  Prior to Israeli independence, Bryna Bogoch (1999) notes 

that the Haredim rejected the association between Hebrew and a Jewish state 

and saw the use of Hebrew to express daily concerns as defiling the holy 

language.  Yiddish, though secular in origin, has come to acquire a “quasi-

sanctity” (Glinert and Shilhav 1991) due to its association with the life in Eastern 
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Europe before the Holocaust.  Today, numerous Haredi elementary and high 

schools use Yiddish as the language of instruction, and Yiddish is spoken by 

Haredim in the home and community. 

Within the secular Jewish communities, Yiddish is still used by small 

numbers of elderly Jews who grew up with the language, but it has not been 

passed down to their children or their children’s children.  There is significant and 

growing interest in studying Yiddish language and literature among members of 

the Ashkenazi population, however, and many elementary and high schools in 

Israel offer Yiddish courses to develop an awareness and appreciation of Yiddish 

culture among their students.  University and advanced degrees in Yiddish 

studies are offered at Brandeis, Ohio State University, Columbia, Oxford, Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem and elsewhere around the world.  In addition to university 

programs, community organizations offer adult Yiddish classes, and even my 

grandmother teaches a bi-weekly Yiddish class at the Jewish senior center in 

San Diego, which she fills with stories, jokes and songs.  In 1996, the Knesset 

passed a law requiring the creation of the National Authority for Yiddish Culture, 

and Bogoch (1999:124) suggests that its passage, as well as Yiddish musical 

television programs and Yiddish theater, “mark the official recognition of the 

legitimacy and value of Yiddish in Israel today”. 

The National Authority for Ladino was created as a result of the same 

ruling that mandated the establishment of the National Authority for Yiddish, and 

it has since focused on creating activities to promote the legitimacy and value of 



 314 
 
 

 

Judeo-Spanish, both for the community and for those outside it.  In this regard, 

the Judeo-Spanish and Yiddish revitalization movements are very similar.  What 

distinguishes Yiddish and provides a greater sense of hope for its future are not 

the greater number of speakers or of adults interested in participating in its 

revitalization, but the continued daily use of the language by Haredim and their 

children, without which the revitalization of Yiddish would be that much more of a 

challenge.  Numbers alone, as England (2002:143) reminds us, are not a clear 

indicator of linguistic vitality, as language spoken by small groups of people may 

be much more rigorous than languages spoken by greater numbers of people but 

not taught to their children.   

 

National Languages and Hegemony 

Judeo-Spanish, Yiddish and other minority Jewish languages are no 

longer officially discouraged.  During the early years of Statehood, these 

languages were indeed considered a threat to Hebrew and to a strong and 

unified Israeli identity.  The use of Hebrew was promoted in official contexts but 

also at the grassroots level, as immigrants embraced the language as a symbol 

of a Jewish future as well as their own individual futures.  The role of Hebrew has 

changed over the decades, yet despite the loosening of the ideological reigns 

evidenced by the creation of language authorities, increasing foreign language 

radio and a greater tolerance of pluralism, Hebrew’s hegemony continues. 

Woolard relates hegemony to Borudieu’s notion of symbolic domination when 
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she describes it as the legitimation of the dominant group’s cultural authority 

(1985:739).  Students in Judeo-Spanish classes and participants in storytelling 

and song sessions are able to challenge the dominant national ideologies that 

both indirectly led to the need for revitalization efforts and prevented the 

existence of such activities in the past, but they do not question the authority of 

Hebrew and its continued place as the national Jewish language.  Their desire to 

recapture or strengthen their Sephardic identity likewise does not challenge their 

Israeli identity, as the Sephardic identity they aspire toward is nested within their 

broader and more dominant identity as Israelis. 

When the Israeli government finally stepped in to promote minority Jewish 

languages as an important part of Jewish heritage, they were no longer a threat 

to Hebrew’s dominance; not enough people spoke them, and the debate over 

which language should be the national language was no longer an active one.  

While the power of national ideologies to influence the way that speakers do or 

do not value their languages cannot be understated, it is important to note, as 

Wooldard does through her studies of status of Catalan and Castilian, that it is 

not only the media, schools and other official institutions that establish and impart 

authority, but, even more importantly, “primary relations, face-to-face encounters, 

and the invidious distinctions of informal, everyday life: the workplace…in 

residential neighborhoods…[and] in private shops and services” (1985:742).  

Official institutions in Israel have undergone a shift in ideology with regard to 
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minority languages, but it will take much more work at the local level to see deep 

and lasting change. 

 

An Eye toward the Future 

Intergenerational transmission is an essential component in ensuring a 

language’s future viability, but great strides can be made to improve the state of 

a language and prolong, if not reverse, predictions of its death.  Hinton suggests 

that language death resembles the “cessation of a heartbeat”: 

When trauma or disease or deterioration stresses the body beyond that 
which life can tolerate, the heart stops beating, and death ensues.  In the 
same way, the stresses and demands of the dominant society and 
language eventually lead to the cessation of use of the endangered 
language (2001:13) 
 

Continuing the metaphor, she argues that the first necessary step is to get the 

heart to beat again, which equates to getting native speakers to return to their 

language.  Ideally, families would raise bilingual children, but barring that, there 

are numerous other school- and community-based options to encourage the 

learning of the endangered language.  Within the Sephardic community, the 

focus has been primarily on adult language learning, with just one high school 

offering Judeo-Spanish classes, but as I describe in Chapter 3, few if any of the 

students are Sephardic.  It seems at this time that there is not enough interest for 

community programs or more elaborate school programs for children, but this 

does not imply that there never will be.  The language activists in Israel have 

made great initial strides in working to reverse negative attitudes toward Judeo-
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Spanish and in creating the infrastructure for broader, more far-reaching 

activities, but it remains to be seen what next steps will be taken by them and as 

well as by those who have recently become more involved in the Judeo-Spanish 

revitalization movement.  Without a doubt, more work, increased financial 

resources and additional dedicated, passionate – and perhaps, as Moshe says, 

“insane” – language activists are necessary in order for the number of Judeo-

Spanish speakers to stop shrinking and the number of new and more fluent 

speakers to grow.  

Language endangerment has become an increasingly a popular topic, 

attracting the attention of linguists as well as the general population.  Frances 

Mascia-Less and Susan Less reference a recent article entitled “Last “Adieu’ to 

French as World Language?” when they note that this anxiety is not limited to 

speakers of “small” languages, but is present even among “large” languages 

such as French, with 80 million speakers (2003:710).  Globalization, 

transnationalism and nationalism are certainly among the trends that have 

indirectly contributed to the changing and often precarious state of the world’s 

languages, yet these forces do not act uniformly on all speech communities.  As 

anthropologists and linguists, we need tools to see how these forces play out in 

people’s daily lives.  In the preceding chapters, language ideologies have served 

this role, allowing me to examine the interplay of sociocultural experience and 

linguistic practice.   



 318 
 
 

 

This study has focused on Judeo-Spanish revitalization, and in doing so I 

have attempted to bridge the macrosociological process particular to the Israeli 

context, specifically Israeli nationalism and the corresponding promotion of 

Hebrew as a common, unifying language, and the micro-level processes as they 

emerge in moment-to-moment interaction in revitalization activities.  Numerous 

studies focus on language endangerment and revitalization, but few look at 

interaction among the speakers as they grapple with their shame, their pride, 

their insecurities, their nostalgia and their hopes for the future as they contest 

long-held personal and institutional ideologies.  I have chosen language 

ideologies and performance as two lenses for understanding not just what is 

happening within the Judeo-Spanish revitalization movement, but how these 

activities and the participants’ involvement in them impact their lives and their 

attitudes toward the language and their identity as Sephardic Jews.  Referring to 

one’s language as a travel agency, wishing a group of people a good “Sephardic” 

evening or expressing embarrassment at speaking a language other than 

Hebrew as a child are all ideologically charged statements that reveal much 

about the speakers’ past experiences – past experiences that continue to 

influence current interactions.  Looking at performance within Judeo-Spanish 

revitalization activities has allowed me to view both discursive ideologies and 

those embedded in practice, and in doing so, make a case for putting the 

community members and their speaking practices at the center of any study of 

language endangerment and revitalization. 



 319 
 
 

 

As I conclude this project, I have more questions than answers.  Further 

research is necessary to see, in the years following the initial Judeo-Spanish 

classes, what directions the participants have taken their interest in the language 

and what their involvement continues to be.  Is the same small group of language 

activists continuing to bear a majority of the burden, or have they found people 

eager to share it?  Where is the students’ “aggressive nostalgia” taking them?  Is 

Judeo-Spanish revitalization a side hobby or a goal to which people are willing to 

dedicate time and effort?  How do the efforts in Israel compare to the 

revitalization efforts in other Sephardic communities around the world?  Thanks 

to the Internet, these communities are connected by email, websites and a 

Judeo-Spanish listserv.  Judeo-Spanish activities are getting increased press 

around the world, and a conference in July of 2002 at UNESCO headquarters 

discussed necessary steps to ensure the language’s survival.  What are the 

repercussions of this, and how are these activities continuing to influence 

people’s attitudes toward the language?  Are they sparked to reevaluated Judeo-

Spanish in light of the attention it is getting?  More research, in Israel and around 

the world, is necessary to see what the speakers and learners are doing with 

Judeo-Spanish and whether or not, given this growing awareness of the 

language and its rich heritage of songs, stories, literature and proverbs, it is 

realistic to expect Judeo-Spanish to continue to be spoken, studied and 

appreciated as a legitimate language and aspect of Jewish heritage.   
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As Dorian argues, “If a language survives, after all, it has a future.  If it can 

never again be exactly what it was, it may yet be something more than it is now” 

(1994:492).  What Judeo-Spanish is as a language is different than it was fifty or 

one-hundred years ago, as a modern lexicon continues to be created and 

speaking practices, such as increased conversational code-switching, continue to 

increase.  The role of Judeo-Spanish today is also different than in the past.  No 

longer the dominant language of communication for the Sephardic community, 

Judeo-Spanish continues to be a powerful symbol of Sephardic identity and act 

as a travel agency for its speakers.  What Judeo-Spanish will be a generation 

from now, and the role that students and other participants in revitalization 

activities will play in its future, is not certain.  What is certain is that the 

revitalization efforts of recent years are having a positive effect on the 

participants, who have begun to develop a stronger sense of Sephardic identity 

and a greater appreciation for their culture, history and language.  Israel has also 

begun to develop a greater appreciation for the languages and cultures that the 

Jews have brought with them from the Diaspora. Whether fueled by nostalgia, 

pride or academic curiosity for the Judeo-Spanish heritage, it is quite possible 

that this environment may serve as a context for Judeo-Spanish not only to bring 

its speakers back to the past, but to accompany them in a meaningful way into 

the future.   
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APPENDIX A 

Judeo-Spanish Orthographic System 

 
 

Aki 
Yerushalayim 

 Enshemplo  Prononsiasion 

a  Amar  
b  bueno  
ch  Chiko  
d  demandar  
d  Dedo Komo el "th" en la palavra ingleza "the" 
dj  djudia Komo "jumbo" en inglez 
e  Este  
f  famiya  
g  Gato  
h                 
'h 

 hazino       
'Herzl 

Komo "j" en espanyol: jefe, jardin, jabon etc.            
Kuando  deve prononsarse komo el "Hey" ebreo      

.h  es.huenyo   Solo kuando el "h" viene despues un "s" i aun kon 
esto deve ser prononsado komo "h" i no komo"sh" 
(de shavon, shabat etc.) 

i  Ir, venir  
j  Ojos Komo "j" en fransez: jour, journal etc. 
k  Kaza Komo "c" en 'casa' o "qu" en 'que'. 
ks  aksion Komo en "accion", "extra" etc. 
l  Lana  
m  meter  
n  No  
ny  Anyo  
o  Oro  
p  Poko  
r  Ora  
rr  serrar  
s  Paso Komo en "pasar", "salvar",  etc. 
sh  shavon Komo "chic" (en fransez),  "short" (en inglez), o        

la "Caixa" en katalan etc. 
t  Topar  
u  un, tu  
v  Vaka  
x  examen Solo komo en "examen", "executir" etc. 
y  Yo  
z  Koza Komo en "zero" (fransez), "rosa, casa" (espanyol), 

ma mas suave. 
 

This table is reproduced as it appears in each volume of Aki Yerushalayim.   
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APPENDIX B 

Hebrew Orthographic System 

 
 

aleph  
bet  
vet 
gimel 
dalet 
he 
waw 
zayin 
het 
tet 
yod 
kaf 
khaf 
lamed 
mem 
ayin 
samekh 
pe 
fe  
tsadi 
kof 
resh 
shin 
sin 
taw 
 

- 
b 
v 
g 
d 
h 
w 
z 
H 
T 
y 
kh 
l 
m 
n 
? 
s 
p 
f 
S 
q 
r 
sh 
*s 
t 

 
Capitalization is used to distinguish certain letters, such as samekh (s) and tsadi (S). 
 
This chart was compiled with based on the suggestions of Prof. Hayim Sheynin. 
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APPENDIX C 

Transcription Conventions 

 
Font 

Bold  Judeo-Spanish 
Bold italics Hebrew 
Tahoma Modern Spanish 
Eras  Yiddish 

 
Intonation 

.  falling or final intonation 
,   continuing intonation 
?  rising intonation 

 
Stress 

Underlining emphasis on underlined item  
 
Lengthening 

:  lengthening of preceding sound 
 

Pause 
(1.5) length of pause, in seconds 
(.)  micropause 

 
Pace 
 <  >  slowed pace of speech 
 >  <  quickened pace of speech 
 
Overlap 
 [  onset of overlap 
 
Latching 
 =  no break between turns 
 
Interruption 

- cutoff or self-interruption 
 
Comments  
 ((  ))  comments or descriptions of talk not uttered by speakers 
 
 
 
Transcription conventions taken from Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974:731-3). 
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