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CBAPrERJ 

INTRODUCTION 

[I started singing Judeo-Spanish mu.sic because] I loved the melodies 
and the little stories that went with them .... after a number of years. it 
just became evident that I really had a responsibility. The Sephardim 
were t.elling me. Once you begin to work with individuals within a group 
of people, and they introduce you to relatives who have songs. you get 
into the cent.er of the family, you become almost like a member. They 
are qu.ite cognizant of the fact that they themselves will be gone in a 
matter of the next generation and that the language is dying out, that 
there are very few people doing anything about it, that their children are 
very busy assimilating, and that they entrusted me with helping to 
carry on the traditior:. even though I didn't myself grow up with these 
songs. But when l was beginning to learn them. they just felt so familiar 
and so comfortable. I 

Like performer Judy Frankel, I did n ot grow up hearing or singing Jude<>

Spanish songs. but when I began to learn them, they felt both familiar and 

comfortable. Something about these songs just spoke to me. I found them 

intriguing and soulful. 

As I began learning and listening to more recordings of the songs, 1 

realized the ones that most interested me were the wedding songs. Perhaps it 

was the energy I felt in their upbeat melodies, or maybe it was the joy I heard 

lo the women's voices who sang them. Whatever it was, I knew that I wanted 

to learn more about these songs and the people who sang them. 

I remember vividly the first time I learned about Judea-Spanish wedding 

songs. It was my tirstyear of cantorial school, and my journey in the world of 

Jewish music bad just begun. I was taking a course on the history of J ewish 

music with Professor Eliyahu Schlei.ffer at Hebrew Union Colle~ewish 

Institute of Religion in Jerusalem. I was eager to learn about the multicultural 

lJudy Frankel, i.n.t.eniew by author, Tape recording, Telephone, San Francisco, 
California, 19 November, 1995. 
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nature of Jewish music, so the fact that the course covered Jewish music from 

many different countries appealed t.o me. I was particularly intrigued by 

Sephardic music because I had recently visited Spain and Morocco. 

I became even more interested in Sephardic music when I learned that 

Judeo-Spanisb song was primarily a women's tradition. Women in Sephardic 

communities sang these songs t.o celebrate holidays, to mark life cycle events 

and t.o teach their children about the values of their societies, AJs a young 

woman embarking on the cant.orate, I was looking for female role models in 

Jewish music. Up until that point in our course, almost all of the music we had 

studied historically belonged to men. 

About halfway through our course, our class learned that we would be 

perfonning a concert of Yiddish and Judeo-Spanish music. I did not hesitate w 

request Judeo-Spanish songs. One oft.he songs my advisors helped me to pick 

was ~scalerica de Oro," a popular Judeo-Spanish wedding song. A newlywed 

myself, I was more than thriUed to perform th.is song. It suited my voice, and l 

enjoyed performing it so much that; I made a secret vow to myself that I would 

study and sing Judeo-Spanisb wedding songs more in the future. 

I later discovered that these songs could not only be effective on the 

concert stage, but also as part of a contemporary wedding. Once we had 

returned to the United States, one of my classmates asked me to sing 

.. Scalerica de Oro" at her wedding. The response to the song, which we included 

in the wedding ceremony itself, was extremely positive. Both the bride and her 

guests not only enjoyed the melody and the instrumentation we added (guitar 

and tambourine), but they liked hearing Judeo-Spanish. This experience led me 

to coruiider bow traditional songs can function effectively in cont.emporary 

settings, and plant.eel the seeds for my some of the thoughts that have shaped 
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my senior project. 

I could not have known when 1 first chose my topic where my study 

would lead me. It bas been a constantly evolving process that has led roe frotn 

books to recordings to interviews with fascinating women. It has enabled me 

not only to Jeam more about the Judeo-Spanisb wedding song repertoire, but 

also to learn about other types of Judeo-Spanish songs as well . 

•• • 
As Judith Cohen writes in the opening paragraph ofa recent article, 

.. Judeo-Spanish SOD8 has aJways been acknowledged as a repertoire sung, 

transmitted and, to a certain extent. shaped by Sepharmc women .. . . "2 In 

their originaJ contexts, these songs were predominantJy sung by women as an 

expression of their experiences in preparing for their own weddings and the 

weddings of friends and relatives. Today Judeo-Spanish songs are sung. studied 

and often reshaped by female performers and scholars. Though men have also 

sung these songs, etlmomusicologist Judith Cohen points out that it is 

primarily women who have developed new ways and contexts to transmit the 

soogs.3 

Through this paper I plan explore the 'ii ability of Judeo--Spanish wedding 

songs, both in performance and in academia today. Three specific women will 

serve as examples for bow the songs' contexts have changed. I will explore how 

they present the songs in the new contexts. I will use the Judeo-Spanish 

repertoire and the women who transmit it as a window into a larger issue-the 

tension between striving for "authenticity" and pushing the limits of change in 

performing Judeo-Spanisb wedding songs in particular and J udeo-Spanish 

2Juclith R. Cohen, Active Vojoes: Womep in Je!!ish Culture, ed. Maurie Sacks 
<Chicago; University of Illinois Press, 1995) , 182. 

3rbid 
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music in general. 

The organization of this study is as follows: This chapte.r includes 

information that will help orient the reader to the material . Chapter Two 

focuses on the original contexts in which the wedding songs were sung and the 

way in which we can come to understand this repertoire through written 9-•orks 

on them. Chapter Three deals with three contemporary women and their 

approaches to wedding music in particular and Judeo-Spanish music in 

general. Through these women, we can begin to understand some of the 

possible ways to present the music either through performance or through 

academic works. Chapter Four focuses on a comparison of five different 

performers· or ensemble's versions of part of the popular wedding song, 

~ Scalerica de Oro." Through this comparison, I hope to show concretely how 

differently various performers approach one song. 

The structure laid out above reflects my own journey through the Judecr 

Spanish r epertoire. l gathered information for this project in three ways: 

1) through reading academic works-I read as much material on the 

subject as I could find in English. 

2) through interviews that I conducted myself-I interviewed Flory 

Jagoda in her home in Falls Church, Virginia and Judith Cohen, who 

lives in Toronto and Judy Frankel, who lives in Los Angeles, by 

telephone. 

3) through listening to many different recordings of wedding songs-I 

listened to recordings of several different groups, though I did not 

attempt to find all re.corded wedding songs. 

While I believe that I conducted my research in a multi-faceted way, 

there are two things in particular that I feel were limitations. One limitation 
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was language. I do not know Jude<rSpanish. so I was limited to reading only 

materials in English,4 and I had to rely on others' translations of songs. The 

second limitation was that I was not able to travel and to collect more primary 

sources beyond those I gathered from the three women I interviewed. 

However, these limitations forced me to examine the material in a unique way, 

which is outlined above. 

in order to examine the viability of wedding songs today and the meaning 

they can have to contemporary individuals and communities, it is necessary to 

unders tand bow performers and scholars approach these songs. Do they seek 

to maintain the authenticity of the songs in order to preserve tradition? Do 

they adapt tbe songs in order to reflect contemporary society and aesthetic? 

ls one approach a more sound way t.o keep the songs alive? Is it possible to 

combine lhese different approaches? In order to begin answering these 

questions. 1t is useful first to underst.and how the songs were sung originally 

and in what contexts, then to explore how they are s ung today in new con~XL 

Only through exploring the spectrum, from past to present. of the long

standing J udeo-Spanish wedding song tradition can we begin to grapple with 

the many issues involved in the questions of preservation versus change. 

41-wo important resources OD Judeo-Spaniab muaic are written in Spanish. They 
are: Manuel Alvar, Cantos de&dp Jl.fdeo·EspggM/t (Madrid: CSIC, 1954) and A. Lan-ea 
Palacin, Cgncioru:sRiWg/gHi1oorualudia£ (Madrid: CSIC, 1971). 
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Prefatory Note on Language 

Throughout the paper 1 will refer to tbe language spoken by Sephardic 

Jews. those J ews who lived in Spain before they spread out to Morocco and 

various countries throughout the Ottoman Empire, as "Judeo-Spanish.

Judezmo, .. Judeo-Espagnole" and "Ladino"are other terms for the Judeo

Spanish. Though the term ·Laciino~ is the most popular way refer to describe 

all Judeo-Spanisb. it does not apply to all dialects of the language. Since my 

study is not limited t.o one particular community, I feel mo t comfortable usirljt 

the term "Judeo-Spanish" because is serves as an umbrella t.erm for all 

dialects of the language. 

J udeo-Spanish was originally spoken by J ews wbo lived in Spain prior to 

the Expulsion in 1492. In its earliest form, it consisted of basic MedievaJ 

Spanish. otherwise known as Castillian Spanish, mixed with some Hebrew 

words. At the time. Hebrew was the J ewish language of prayer, and Judeo

Span.ish was the language that most J ews spoke at home. It was 

predominantly the men who studied Jewish texts and went to synagogue to 

pray, so they were the ones who learned and utilized Hebrew. Women. on the 

other hand. mostly stayed at home to care for the house and the famiJy. 

Therefore, they became the primary transmitters of Judeo-Spanisb . Though 

both men and women spoke Judeo-Spanisn, it was mainly the women who 

sang in Judeo-Spanish and taught the language to the chlJdren. 

After the Spanisn J ews were expelled from Spain, they dispel"Sed to 

nearby Morocco and to various countries around the Medit.erranean. In these 

countries, they continued to speak Judeo-Spanish. However, they often mixed 

in new words from their host countries and changed the pronunciation of 
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certain words creating oew dialects. For example, Hakitia 5 evolved as the 

JudecrSpanish dialect of Morocco while the Jews of the Yugoslavia called their 

special brand of Judeo-Spanis h Djidyo.s 

5Ho.kit1a is the Judeo-Spanish dialect spoken by Judeo-Spanish Moroccan Jews. 
rt ·combines an archaic layer or medieval Spanish (Castillean I with Hebrew and Moroccan 
Arabic dialects .... With the establishment of the Spanish protectorate in 1912, Ho.kitia 

was exposed to the influence of modem Spanish, and one may find a mixture of Haleitia and 
modem Spanish in the songs texts performed until today.• See Suaa.na Weicb·Shahak. 
Judeo-Soanish Moroccan Songs for the Life Cycle (Jerusalem: The Jewish Music Research 
CentTe at the Hebrew University of Jeruaalem, 1989) , 9. 

6nie term •Dji.cJyon is similar to YiddiAh in that it translates t.o mean "Jewish.• 
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CHAPI'ERO 

WEDDING SONGS: THE ORIGINAL CONTEXT 

In traditional Sephardic communities, the wedding was a central, if not 

the central, event i.n a person's Life. More songs were written about the wedding 

than any other life cycle event.7 

In order to gain a fuller appreciation oft.be use of wedding songs today. it 

is import.ant to first understand aspects of their original cont.ens. In the first 

section of this chapt.er, I will describe the contexts in wb.icb women sang the 

wedding songs as well as the subjects about wb.icb the songs were writt.en. The 

following section will focus on bow women performed these songs. The ana!ysis 

becomes more nuanced in the third section where I highlight the differences 

between two major Judeo-Spanisb traditions. Finally, this chapt.er concludes 

with a discussion on scholars' methods in writing about th.is mat.erial. 

Wedding Song Subjecta 

The marriage of a woman and a man is not just an event, it is a process. 

In the Sephardic tradition, the preparations for the wedding continued for 

months. or even a year, leading up to the actual wedding ceremony. The whole 

community was involved. The women especially created and sustained 

traditions throughout this process in which music played a large role. AU of the 

Lifestyle changes, the new feelings and experiences, and even the technical 

?The genres of Judeo-Spanisb 901li break down into aeveral main categories. 
Although scholars differ as to how they define these categories, I will use t.he groupings 
established by Judith Cohen: romallOl!S, life cycle eongs, calendar cycle aongs, lyric: !!Ongs and 
locally composed aongs. See Cohen, -Women's Rolet in Jud~panisb Soog TradiUons," 
183. 
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logistics became the basis for their songs. The details of the song subjects 

varied from community to community since Sephardic customs were often 

influenced by the "host" country. In general, though. their songs usually 

addressed at lea.stone of the four following subjects: 

l ) physical preparations and charact.eristics - including the bride's 

beauty and clothing 

2 ) relationships - including the relationship between the bride and her 

mother-in-law, the relationship of the bride and groom before 

marriage, the bride's sadness at leaving ber family and the groom's 

family's claim of ownership over the bride 

3 J the bride•s worth - including the dowry and trousseau 

4 I even ts· including the bride's visit to the mikuah, henna nights and 

wedding feasts 

From the earHest. stages in preparation for the wedding, women might 

sing songs on any or all of the above subjects. Certainly, during an event such 

as going to the mikuah, they would sing about the mikuah, but every 

communal event was seen as an excuse t.o s ing whether the songs relat.ed 

directly to the event or not. 

In order t.o illustrate better the wedding preparations, I will take a closer 

look at a popular ex.ample from each of the above four subjects. 

Physical preparations and charact.eristics: Beauty 

As the bride prepared physically for the wedding, her female relatives 

would sing songs in praise of her beauty. The textof"Dice/.a Nuestro Novw," 

8Also known as noce d'ab:enya or noce de tafi, this refers to an evening event where 
the bride's hands and feet are painted with henna. Tb.is custom, popular among Sepbardim 
who lived among Muslim women, was meant to protect the bride from the evil eye. 
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uses poetic metaphors to describe the bride. 

~er hair is like silk. her forehesd 11 shining sword, her eyebrows are Like 
nbbons, her eyes are like balconies, her nose is like a date. her face is a 
rose, ber mouth a ring. her teeth are like beads. her belly is a river to 
swim to. her arms are like oars and her back is as straight as a 
washboard.S 

While it seems natural that others would praise the bride's beauty, some 

believe that the bride's own meticulous attention to the details of her looks was 

a stallmg mechanism before the wedding. 

In "Aft, Sinora Nouia: the bnde is summoned, ·Ah, lady bride. come 

down below!" She replies, '"1 cannot., J cannot, I am combing my hair. a bride's 

headdress in honor of the groom." She is called again. "Ah, lady bride, come 

down below'."' "l cannot, I cannot," she answers, "I am dressing in the bride's 

dress in honorofthegroom."lO 

Relation.ships; Mother-in-law. 

For the traditional Sephardic bride. the relationship wttb t.hemother-in

law was especially significant since the new couple usually went to live with 

the groom's family for at least a year immediately following their marriage. 

WbiJe some songs portray the mother-in-law as someone who only wants to 

come to know her new daughter-in-law. most depict an "evil" mother-in-law 

who is critical of her daught.er-in-law and protective of her son . The text of"Mi 

Suegro~ ("My Mother-in-law"] best shows this.: 

My mother-in-law, the evil one, always she attacks me. I can no longer 
live with her. She is awful, more than death. One day I shall be rid of 
her. One day she sat beside my husband. She behind me like an enemy 

9weicb-Sbahak. Judeo-Sp•pi•h Moroccan Sona. 66-67. 

lOSuMna Weich-Shahak, "The Weddina Soop or the BuJgarian-Sephanii Jews: A 
Preliminary Study: Orbis Musicae 7 Cl979-1980) • 91. 
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began t.o pinch and bite me. May I soon be rid ofber! 11 

The bride's worth: Trousseau. 

"'A trousseau for a lovely bride to be sent with tbe best of luck tn a 

happy bour."12 The trousseau [qjugarJ consisted of the material things that 

the bride's family gave to the groom. Along with the monetary part of the 

bride's dowry, the trousse.au represented the bride's worth. Once a daughter 

became engaged, she and her female relatives began sewing various items for 

her trousseau. While they were sewing. the women sang. Some of the songs 

were specifically about the trousseau and all of the items in it. The trousseau 

usually included outer clothes[v~ttdos ]. bedclothes, mattresses, pillows and 

hnens{comasires ],t.abJecloths, towels, curtains [blcmkeria J,13 jewelry, and 

kitchen and other household items. 

The bnde's family displayed the trousseau for the groom's family up ro a 

week before the wedding ceremony. Often the bride's family would have a 

party surrounding this event. As ethnomusicologist Susana Weich·Shahak 

describes.14 the trousseau items were laid out on tables and hung on 

clotheslines throughout the house. The groom's family would come to inspect 

everything and criticize the bride's family for whatever was missing, upon 

which the bride's family would go and buy the missing items.15 Once the 

groom's family bad assessed the trousseau, they would take it to their house 

11.BookJel from Romances Judeo-Espe.gnoles, Ensemble Lyrique lberique 
(EguiUes. F'ronce: Harmonia Mundi S.A., 1986) . compact disc recording. 

l2From the song MA,jugarde Novi.a.;." see Weich·Shahak, "The Wedding Songs of the 

Bulgarian Sephardi Jews,• 84· 

lSEst.her Juhas%, ed .• Sephardi Jews in the Ottoman Empire: Aspects of Material 
Culture (Jerusalem: The Jerusalem Publishing House, 1990J . 201. 

HWeich-Sbahak, "The Weddini Songs oft.he Bulgarian Sephardi Jews: 84. 

151bid .• 83. 
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where, as mentioned above, the bride and groom usually lived for at least a 

year following the wedding. 

The importance placed on the trousseau certAinJy must have made the 

soon-to-be--bride anxious. However. in the song, .. Asuar MuetK) ["A New 

Trousseau"). the bride who might worry that her trousseau will not be 

approved allows herself to think about other things: 

ru place my new trousseau before you 
mother- and sjst.er-in-law, there's nothing you can say about it . 
Last night., mother I dined and went to bed, 
1 dreamed a dream sweet to recount: 
that I fell asleep on the shore. 
with love, mother, ru go to sleep; 
that a wave came to carry me off . .. . 16 

Events: The bath~ 

The requirement that the bride go to the mikvah before marriage 

inspired an entire event the bano de la rwuia lthe bride's bath). Often the 

female members of the bride and groom's families accompanied the bride. It 

was considered an honor to wash the bride and her hair. an honor which 

followed a prescribed order of the mother-in-law [kresfuegrogron.de], the bride's 

mother, aunts and new sist.e~-in-law .17 In some communities it was 

customary to throw sugar cubes into the water before the ritual immersion 

and put marzipan cakes into the mouths of the unmarried girls.18 After the 

bath, the bride was taken to the groom's house where she was showered with 

coins and sweets for good luck. 

16Judith R. C.oben, "l'o Sa.Lio de la Mar : Judeo-Spanisb Wedding Songs among 
Moroccan Jews in Canada: in Women and Music ig Cross-Cultural Perspecti"e . ed. Ellen 
Koskoff (Chicago: Universi ty of Illinois Press, 1989) , 57-58. 

17Jbid. 

lBJuhasz, 206. 

Page 12 



Performance Practices 

The above glimpses into the women's songs show how colorful and nch 

with tradition the wedding preparations must have been. These songs help us 

picture groups of women-relatives, neighbors and friends--accompanying the 

bride and singing to her throughout her journey to the huppah. 

The women usually sang the songs loudly and in heterophony. Often 

they sang together, though sometimes they traded off the verses of the songs 

as solos, joining on the refrains. When several songs were strung together to 

form a suite, one woman might have taken the lead in starting a new song. 

Traditionally. Sephardic women rarely played melody instruments; they 

accompanied their singing with percussion instruments. primarily 

t.ambourines--know as sonaja.s in Morocco and paruleros or panderikas [a 

diminutive form of panderos Jin the Eastern Mediterranean countries. 

Differences between these geographical locations will be discussed further 

below. Women in Morocco also played derbukka.s lgoblet-shaped drums] along 

with their wedding songs, and some say they used castanets as well. 19 When 

no instruments were available, women marked rhythms by clapping their 

hands or banging on pots, pans and tables. 

Several devices, such as the rhythmic patterns, served as a bridge 

between songs strung together as suites. In addition to these percussive 

patterns, various yelps of joy served as punctuation marks between songs and 

between verses, though they were also used at other points in the songs. In 

19weich-Shahak says that Morocc&.D women used castanets. and the women oo 
her accomp&.Dying cassette often use them; see Judeo-Spanish Moroccan songs for the Life 
~ 14. However, Judith Cohen told me during our interview that it. is unclear as w 
whether or not Moroccan women originally used castanets to acoompany their singing. 
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Morocco, women rendered t.ongue ululations known asyouyous or yelufas,20 

while in the Eastern Mediterranean t.bey let out something sounding like 

.. yip/"21 In both traditions, they also enhanced their melodies with trills and 

ornaments. 

Musical Characteristics: Weetand East 

After the Expulsion from Spain, Sephardic Jews spread throughout the 

world. Primarily, as mentioned above, they went to two are.AS: North Africa, 

particularly Morocco, and the Eastern Mediterranean, particularly Greece. 

Turkey and the Balk.ans. Israel Katz suggests that Judeo-Spanish music can 

be divided similarly int.o two traditions: Wesrern and EaStern.22 

W edd.ing songs from the Moroccan tradition tend to be based on the 

Western t.onal system, and their melodies follow a descending a motion, 

emphasizing acijacent intervals rather than leaps. Where wide intervals do 

occur, they are often filled in with passing t.ones or other ornaments. The range 

sometimes encompasses or even exceeds an octave.23 In general, the songs 

have a simple duple meter. 

The Eastern wedding songs share much with their Moroccan 

counterparts. For example, the Eastern songs have a wide range with a 

tendency t.oward a descending melody line and are usually in duple meter. 

Differences arise in the fact that the Eastern songs are often based on 

20eohen, "Ya Salio de la Mar," 64--65. 

21FJoryJagoda, interview by author, Tape recording, Falls Church, Virginia, 12 

June, 1995. 
22See Israel Katz., "AJudeo-Spaniah R.omancero." Ethnomusiooloe::y 12 , no. 1 

0968): 75. 
23Cohen, -Ya Salio de la Mar,• 64·65. 
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moqomat24 and occasionally use quarter flats. The influence of Balkan folk 

rhythms ere seen. for example. in the "additive meter" of Bulgarian Sephardic 

wedding songs. In this .. additfre meter" a 9'8 meter. for example. is organized 

~ 3/4 + 318.25 

Textually, most weddings son.gs, both Western and Eastern. are based 

on cop/as, strophic poems with fixed metric schemes.26 Though most of the 

songs have refr8.1.0s and many verses. they do not all foUow one set form (e.g., 

ABCDl. 

When we get to the differences in the actual texts and tunes of the 

son~s. it becomes difficult to generalize. Some tex1.s or parts of texts are 

shared between East and West, but they are usually portrayed with 

completely different runes. Some te~'tS ought not be shared between the two 

t radJ tions at all. What complicates the issue further is that some of these 

vanaoons occur within a single tradition as well . For example, as I will show in 

Chapter Four, the tune and the teA't for the opening section of the typically 

Eastern song · Sco.lerica de Oro"' may \ '&ry from country to country, but the 

refrrun stays the same. 

Academic Approaches to the Wedding Songs 

Scholars ooday who analyze Judeo-Spanish wedding music vary in their 

methodologies. Some focus primarily on the music, some on the ten, some on 

the cultural context, and some on a combination of all of these. 

Urbey may also be based on the WeatA.lm major and minor ecales; see Elayne 
Robinson Grossman, "Introduction~ to The Flory Jacocio Songbook: Memories ofSara,jevo 
<New York: Tara Publications, 1993) , 19. 

25weich·Shahak. "The Wedding Soop oft.he Bulprian-5epha.rdi Jews: 101. 

26weich-Sba.ha.k. Judeo-Soanish Moroccan Sona fort.he Life Cytle , 13. 

Page 15 



A popular method is for an author to frame b.er analysis around the 

wedding subjects, discussed in the beginning oft.his section. In her article, "The 

Wedding Songs of the Bulgarian-Sephardi Jews: A Preliminary Study,"27 

Wekh-Shahak uses several wedding song subjects particular t.o Bulgaria to 

organize the main body of her research. Judith Cohen takes a similar 

approach in her article, "Ya Salw de I.a. mar. Judeo-Spani.sh Wedding Songs 

Among Moroccan Jews in Canada. "28 

Although it is logical to present wedding songs by textual themes that 

focus on the eveots and relationships surrounding the wedding, this is not the 

only way scholars have examined or organized the repertoire. Botb Judith 

Cohen and Oro Anahory-Librowicz use literary themes as a means of 

analyzing and organizing the repertoire.29 Judith Cohen identifies four 

overriding literary themes: the erotic, the pragmatic, the frivolous and the 

relig10us. Accorrting t.o Cohen, these themes are often intermingled within a 

given song.30 While Cohen mentions these themes, she does not explain them 

extensively nor does she base her entire article around them. 

Anahory-Llbrowicz bases her article, "Expressive Modes in the Judeo

Spanish Wedding Song, "31 around the following literary themes, which she calls 

erpressiue modes: erotic lyricism, the poetic tone, the exemplary tone, the 

playful or diversionary tone and the bawdy or obscene tone. Anahory-

27susana Weich-Shahak, "'The Wedding Songs of the Bulgarian-Sephardi Jews: A 
Preliminary Study," Orbis Musicae 7 (1979-1980): 81-107. 

28Cohen, "Ya Sa.Ho de lo Mar," 62. 
29'Ibougb the actual &Olli categories diBCUBsed by these two scholars overlap, they 

were derived independeotJy from one another. 
SOCoben, "Ya Salio de lo Mar," 51. 
3loro Anahory-Llbrowicz, •Expiusive Modes in the Judeo-Spanish Wedding 

Song,~ trans., Judith R. Cohen, in New Horizons in Sephardic Studies, ed., Y edida K. 
Stillman and George K. Zucker (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 285-

296. 
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L1browicz explains that songs that express erotic lyrici.sm describe mtense 

feehngs of lust, love and desire. Songs that take on the poetic ~ne fall into two 

groups: l l the bride speaking in the first person revealing her innermost 

thoughts and 2 ) third person praise of the bride's beauty. The exemplary tone 

category includes didactic t.exts which provide mor al lessons for the bride and 

groom as they enter the sanctity of marriage. Songs about the patriarchs. 

matriarchs and Moses who serve as models of virtue and those which refer m 

Jewish law as guide are also included in thts category. Songs in the category 

called the playful or diversionary tone often describe the relationship between 

the bride and groom before the wedding in a playful or diversionary tone. Songs 

that take on the bawdy or obscene tone often combine lyncaJ and bawdy verses. 

The bawdy verses, not originally pan of the songs, are usually relatively recent 

add.loons. 

While Anahory-Librowicz focuses pnmarily on Hterary themes, Cohen 

does not limit herself to this one approach. Her investigation incorporate!; 

other techniques. She combines literary themes with subject. categones. 

musical exam ples, musical analysis. and performance practice. In essence, 

Cohen helps the reader to understand the full scope of the original context of 

the wedding songs. 

• •• 
J udeo-Spanisb wedding songs represent the wide range of events and 

emotions surrounding the Sephardic wedding. from the months before the 

actual wedding, to the wedding itself and beyond. The Lively and appealing 

no.tu.re of these songs as they were performed in the past bas inspired 

contemporary educators, performers and researchers to perpetuate the songs' 

leg&cy today. 
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CBAPrERW 

WEDDINGSONGS: CONTEMPORARYAPPROACHES 

Contemporary performers and scholars have a special challenge when 

they use Judeo-Spanisb wedding music t.o instruct and entertain contemporary 

audiences: how much t.o preserve the music, and how much to change it. 

Some would argue that the Judeo-Span.ish repertoire has always undergone 

change as Sepbard.im have lived in many countries under the influence of 

various cultural milieus. Therefore, it would not be natural for th.is constant 

state of flux to end now. David Hanis of the performing group, "Voices of 

Sepharad ,- writes : 

Has [Judeo-Spanish song's] evolution come t.o an end, leaving us in the 
present with a warmed-over memory of something once vital? What is 
essential to me about tbe Sephardic musical legacy is that it has 
contmued to be sung. It remains a vital vehicle for communication: 
from one person to another. one generation t.o the next. In a 
fundamental way, the tradition is dissipated and memory disregarded if 
the songs are not sung. They have not survived because they are 
excellent. relics, but because they maintain the power to move those who 
bear and sing them. If we insist--·t.oo narrowly, I believe-on reproducing 
only bow they were sung 100 years ago, which performance practice do 
we favor? The songs belong to a dynamic oral tradition replete with 
contrafacts, variant text, and an active interchange with the non· 
Jewish comm unity. Singing even a traditional song is a re-creative act. 
not unlike the faculty ofremembering, which always begins in the 
present frame and moves backward .... For those of us who take 
pleasure ins~ the traditional music, we must respect it.s context 
and originating circums tances and yet pursue the purpose of a song-t.o 
move the hearts and minds and memories of those who in the present 

listen to us.32 

As Harris indicates, the fact that performers are singing Judeo-Spanisb 

songs is the main point. It does not matter where performers fall along the 

spectrum of change or what kind of approach they take to presenting the 

32David Rania, "Music of the Sephardim: Carrier or Memory,• Jewi&h Folklore 
and Ethnology Revie" 15, no.2 (1993): 147. 
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songs. 

Some performers seek t.o represent "unfettered" melodies that they 

learn from Sephardic people themselves. Their goals is t.o help preserve songs 

as they have been remembered by people from the tradition. Others seek to 

recreate these songs with new interpretations and new arrangements. With 

this approach, some would say that they are simultaneously preserving 

tradition and giving it new meaning in a contemporary conte~'t. 

For others, scholars in particular. the dialectic between preservation 

and change takes on a different meaning. Many scholars seek to represent 

songs in their "most original form possible. "33 Depending on their backgrounds 

and the approaches they take, the nostalgic component of memory may or 

may not play a role in their research. As one might expect, such scholars tend 

to dislike performers who use new arrangements and interpretations for old 

melodies. 

Three distinct categories emerge for the contemporary approaches to 

Judeo-Spanisb wedding songs. 

11 Educat.or: promoting these songs as a window int.o the Sephardic 

heritage with the hope that Sephardic audiences will gain a sense of 

the collective memory of their people and enhance their sense of 

identity and non-Sephardic audiences will appreciate the history and 

331 put this in quotations because it is difficuJt. if oot impossible, to talk about the 
unext of a song. Because of the songs' oomplicated histories, we oft.en cannot. identify one 
time and place in which a particular song originated. Some scholars, however, oft.en limit 
their studies to a single community in one particular place and time and are then able to try 

to represent melodies as done by that community in that time in history. For example, 
Cohen's study of Judeo-Span.ish wedding music as represented in "Ya Salio de la Mar: 
Judeo-Spanisb Wedding Songs Among Moroccan Jews in Canada," focuses, as the title 

suggests, on the eongs of Moroccan Jew& living in Canada. 
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culture of the Sephardim. 

2) Performer: presenting these songs for their entertainment value. 

3) Researcher: studying these songs to gain a deeper appreciation of 

Sephardic music and culture. 

In this section. I will present three contemporary women who, in their 

own ways, are keeping these wedding songs, andJudeo-Spanish songs in 

general, alive today. Each woman's contribution to wedding songs and other 

Judeo-Spanish songs represents a specific ex.ample of one of the approaches 

outHoed above. Tbougb I label the women according to these approaches, I 

recognize that the definitions above are general and do not define the particular 

women per se. In addition, it is Gilpon.ant to oote that the women do not define 

themselves by these approaches. 

Flory Jagoda approaches the songs as an educator, Judy Frankel a s an 

enr.ertainer, and Judith Cohen as a researcher. I have found these three 

approaches for perpetuating wedding songs to be a useful lens th.rough which t.c) 

understand each woman's work, but I also recognize that each is involved in all 

three approaches at some level. 

Flory Jagoda. a Sephardic folksinger originally from Yugoslavia, seeks 

to promote memories of and to educate people about the community and 

culture m which sh e grew up. Through performances and recordings of both 

traditional and origiDgjS4 Judeo-Spanish songs, Jagoda not only teaches 

a udiences about her own background, but exposes them to the heritage of 

Sephardic Jewry in general . 

Judy Frankel. also an Ashkenazic singer, performs many types of 

3'1gy original, I mean Jagoda's own compositioru1 which are often based oo 

traciltiooaJ musical a.od t.extual themes. 
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music,35 but bas a special interest in Sephardic music. Frankel seeks to 

utilize ber own voice and style to render Judeo-Spanish songs without straying 

too far from the way she has heard the songs sung by someone from the 

Sephardic tradition. Sbe only performs. and records songs that she has learned 

directly from a Sephardic person. Through performances and recordings, 

Frankel reaches both Sephardic and non-Sephardic, as well as non-Jewish, 

audiences. 

Judith Cohen, already mentioned in this paper, is an ethnomusicologist 

who both researches and performs Judeo-Spanisb songs. Her aim is to study 

and present Judeo-Spanish songs in their original cont.ex:ts and to represent the 

most authentic form as possible of a given song. While she understands 

performers' and audiences· needs for adaptation and change, she expects 

petformers to inform the audience of those changes and to tell them that the 

way they perform the songs is different from how they originally might have 

been sung. 

85Frankel performs other Jewish music including Hebrew and Yiddish songs. She 
also performs non.Jewish mu.sic, part;icuJarly from the Medieval and Renaissance periods. 
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Flory Jagoda: Educator 

A young man came to me, and be said. 'I want to write a Ladino36 song.' 
. . . He wrote a beautiful melody, and played it for me and said 'l want · 
this to be a Ladino song. Make it Lad.ino. So, what do you do to make 
something Ladino? You close your eyes. You go back t.o the life of the 
community. What else is Ladino? It's the life, bow they lived . 

. . . all we have now is memories and, for me, songs. St.cries through 
songs. And this has to go on because that's what our ancestors used t.o 

sing . . . otherwise we'll lose them.S7 

For Flory Jagoda, preserving the memories of her relatives and of the 

Yugoslavian Sephardic community is one her life's missions. So Jagoda 

educates people through recordings and performances of traditional Sephardic 

folk songs. Jagoda also writes her own songs in Judeo-Spanish to paint a 

lasting picture of a life and a community gone-by. "The only way l coo.Id really 

stay with them or they could stay with me is to write about them."38 Her 

songs tell of holiday celebrations, life cycle events, family and her village, 

Vlasenica. She remembers both fondly and sadly a rich village life where Jews. 

Christians and Muslims coexisted peacefully and where family and tradition 

were the focal points of existence. 

It is only natural that Jagoda's memories take the form of songs. Her 

mother 's family, known as the Altarac Singing Family, was very musical, 

accompanying their songs with violins, tambourines, guitars and t.ambouritzcz.<;. 

Like many other typical Sephardic songs, the Altarac's repertoire was 

influenced by the non.Jewish culture around them, so in addition t.o singing 

Judeo-Spanish songs, they als9 sang sevdalinkas [traditional Bosnian 

36ni
0
ugb throughout. this paper I "fer to the language of Sephardic Jews as 

•Judeo-Spaniah," Flory Jagoda referred to it as i.;adino. I chose to prei!erve her language 

when quoting-her. 
37Jqocia . interview. 
38Ibid. 
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fol.ksongs).89 Like other Bosnian Sephardic songs, Jagoda's own songs 

represent this blend of musical styles as well. 

For Jagoda. singing had always been an integral part of life. Her Nona. 

grandmother, the family's matriarch. sang all the time, and her children and 

grandchildren learned from her. 

She sang. She sang. She sang as she w~ cooking or cleaning. Evenings 
were spent story-telling and singing . .. lTJhere was no TV or any of that 
stuff. What do you do all evening in winters? You sit and listen to 
st.ones. [Non.a] would sing the st.on es. 

As a child , Jagoda lived with her gra."ldmother. Her mother's first 

marriage to Samuel Papo, Jagoda's father, ended in a divorce after just one 

year. so mothe r and daughter returned temporarily to Vlasenica from Sarajevo 

where they were living. 

Those year~ with Nona were the happiest a child could know. All of the 
long lasting feelings that I have for my Sephardic culture. its stories and 
especially its songs, were a loving gift from her to me. She taught her 
daughters and granddaughters the woman's BirahlJS and BendiziDnes 
[prayers and benedictions] that she had learned from her Non.a and 
Bi.znona [great~grandmother). Included in her teachings was the 
important tenet of t:zedaka . Just before every Sbabbat evening, my 
cousins and I would hurry home from school to take baskets of food that 
Non.a bad prepared for the poor . .. . 

While the men were in the synagogue with their sons on Shabbat, Nona's 
daughters and daughters-in-law would come with their children 'a buzer 
l.o menu di Nona' [to kiss her bad] and wish her a Buen Sh.abbot. And we 
children always knew that her pockets would be filled with bonbonikos 
[candies).40 

When Jagoda was eleven, she went to live ill Zagreb with her mother, 

Rosa, and step-father, Michael Kabilio, who adopt.ed her. Jagoda adjusted to 

city life and the many lessons her mother arranged for her-piano, art, ballet, 

gymnastics and theater-but she missed life in Vlasenica. She returned every 

S9Jagoda, TheFlorvJuosla Songbook. 10. 
40rbid., 12. 

Page23 

-

_I 



summer where she relished in life with Norw and the family. 

When war came to Yugoslavia in 1941, Jagoda was no longer able to go 

to school or to take music lessons, and her step-father lost bis necktie 

manufacturing business. A friend of Michael's managed to get forged identity 

cards for the Kabilios, and Michael sent Jagoda on a train to Split. He told her, 

"Fiorica. from the minute you sit in that train compartment. don't open your 

mouth, just play your accordion.- Jagoda did as her step-father instructed. and 

nobody even asked to see her papers. 

Her parents arrived at Split four days later. Tbey spent two and half 

years on the Dalmatian Island ofKorchula and then went to Italy where 

Jagoda met her husband-to-be, Harry Jagoda, an American Anny Tech 

Sergeant. They married in Bari and spent their honeymoon in Rome. When 

they returned from Rome, they learned the fate of the Singing Altarac Family. 

The entire family, save Rosa. her brother, Lezo, and a cousin. Jakica had been 

ltilled; the details were unknown. 

In 1946, Jagoda and her husband set sail for America, where Jagoda 

was determined to start a new life. She started a family of her own and, like 

many Holocaust survivors, chose not to discuss her painful past. As she grew 

older, however, she realized that remembering was important. 

I wanted to share with my children the beautiful and wonderful things I 
had known and to pass down the songs and bistory that had formed the 
very structure of my life - because it was their past too. 41 

In the mid-eighties, forty years after fleeing Yugoslavia and determined 

to face her past, Jagoda re turned to Vlasenica with her husband. Jagoda 

asked many townspeople if they remembered her f8.m.ily. They said they did. 

But when she BBked if they knew what happened to them, the reply was, "No, 

41Ibid., 6. 
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it was so many years ago."42 Jagoda and her husband finally found a 

journalist who knew what bad happened to the Alta.rac's. He took them to a 

farm eight kilometers out.side of the village where they learned from a farmer 

that: 

the Ust.ashi. (Croatian Fascist.s) with the help of the local Muslims, 
brought a.11 the Jews from Vlasenica here on Ma.y 6, 1942 and put them 
in the big barn where they were beat.en and killed and thrown into (a] 
ravine. 

We stood there silent, heartbroken, but in a way at peace that we had 
finally learned the truth, [as] terrible as it was. It was at that moment 
that I really came to understand that the Altarac Family would always 
I ive inside me, and now would also live in my children. Because every 
song . .. that I have composed continues the memory of my family in 
Vlasenica: lam still sharing the holidays with them. The love of music. 
of singing and dancing which they instilled in me, I see continued-in my 
own children, and my grandchildren, in the hope that they may remain 
vibrant and alive for generations to come.43 

Flory Jagoda's memories and music reach even beyond her family to her 

wide audiences across the world. Through her book, recordings and concerts, 

she shares with many people the memories of her childhood and teaches them 

about the traditions of the Sephardic community in which she grew up. As 

Jagoda explained, many people, Jews and non..J ews alike, did not even know 

before meeting her that there was a J ewish community in Yugosla\'ia. 

[E]very city ... had a Sephardic community . .. with the synagogues 
and the mikuahs and rabbis [and they were there] for four and half 
centuries! [T]his is something that people don't know . Bosnia? Jewish? 
They just can't tie it together. See, they bear Serb, Croat, Moslem, but 
there was also a Jew.44 

After the expulsion from Spain in 1492, Jews spread out and settled in 

various Mediterranean countries. The Jews who eventually settled in Bosnia 

42Jagoda.iDte.rview. 
4SJagoda. 'The Florv Jagoda Songbook , 16. 
44Jagoda,interview. 
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went there via Italy. Greece, Turkey and Bu4taria. and they earned with them 

cultural and musical influences of those countnes. While some Jew:- had 

probably Lived lD Bosnia since Roman umes. the first Sephardic Jews arnved 

to Sarajevo lil the mid-sixteenth century. Like all Sephardic Jews. Bosruan 

Sepha.rd.un began to mix in some of the local language with tbell' Judeo

Spamsh. Women taught Djidyo. the Bosruan Judeo-Sparush dialect. to their 

children, although men spoke it as weU. As Jagoda explained. Djirlyo was the 

women's Jewish language !they did not generally learn Hebrew I. and they 

fo ught to preserve it as such. In school and in the ~treets. child.I-en learned the 

local language. but at home they spoke DJ id.yo. 

-1 don't think you could sit down a.ad intelligently teach IDjidyoJ,., Jagoda 

$aid. ·Ifs folk, it's people. it's home, it's earth. fYou don't learn 1t by) book and 

uruversity."'~5 Each Judeo-Spa.nish dialect has its own orthography so one 

could see the same word spelled many different ways. depending on which 

community it came from. While Jagoda prefers to use strictly Bosnian Judeo

Sparu:::h orthography when wriung her songs. her publisher, Velvel Pasternak 

chose to represent her songs in a way that was easier for the average person 

to learn. 

For Jagoda. decisions between mamtaming autheoocity and provtding 

easy-to-learn materials extend beyond orthography. The music she grew up 

with as well as the music she writes and records tends to have a lot of 

melismas and embellishments. H owever, when she teaches, she simplifies the 

music so it will be less intimidating . .. Straight. and easy to learn. And that's 

what we want if we want ro continue. If not, forget it. it's passe completely. "46 

In trying to perpetuate memories of ber life, her family and her 

461bid· 
46Jbid. 
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commurucy. tbe survival of the songs Jagoda chen shes 1s cnmal to her. Each 

song becomes like a memorial . and it is as if the act of remembenng will 

somehow keep ~alive"' the people and the event.'l of the past. ln this way. 

While Jagoda knows thal sunpli~ing her music may be one unportant 

means to t.h.i~ e nd. s he also understands the importance of the songs' tenacity. 

For the most pan.. Jagoda accepts new 111terprel8uons of the folk songs she 

f?Tew up with and even the ones she has written. 

I asked Jagoda how she viewed the approach of a composer like Alberto 

Hems1 ,4~ and she said: 

It's fine. This is h.is way. He has done his work beautifulJy because he 
spread this type of singi ng in bJs way. rm doing it my way. Everybody 
1s doing It m a different way. I t.h.mk we all benefit. And we all sot1. of do 
the job.4 ... 

On th~ olher hand. Jagoda also belteves: 

You ca n rum a song by making 1t t.00 good. There ts Neumann's piano 
arrangements.49 They are beautiful ... bul it's no good for what we 
sang. Too good for us ... [ i]t's a folk song. It's people . . . [With my 
songsj I try to s tay close to the sound I grew up witb-·tbe sound, the 
s tyl e. But that doesn't mean that rm not going to use a G7 chord. I 
don't know if I would go Ulto a diminished because that sound I never 
heard. but I will make it pleasant to an ear. so my purpose is that peoplE" 
Stng.50 

According to Jagoda. the sounds that she grew up with were primarily a 

47 Alberu> Hemsi l 1897-1975 1, originally from Turke~·. spenl se\'eral years 
researching the Spanish Jewish mus1caJ beni.age. When h \'tng in the Near East CRhoc:les. 
Salonika and Jun1r1, be collected and wrote down 230 songs or the Sephardic Jews He 
arranged and published 60 or these aonp and published them in ten volumes called~ 

Scfardies ( 19321. See booklet: Ravel: Melodies Hebraigy1.1s/HcmS1: Coplas Sefardjes. 
Menahem Wiesenberg, piano and Mfra Zakai, alto (Tel A\•iv: Beth Hatefut.soth, Museum of 
the Jewish Diaspora, 1988) , compact djsc recording. 

48Jagoda, inten;ew. 

49Jaioda refers to Richard Neumann's arrangements in Nico Cast.el, The Nico 
Cai1tel ledino Song Book <Cedarhurst, NY: Tara Publicaoons, 198 1 I 

60Jagoda. in terview· 
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mixture of medieval Spanish ballads and a Bosnian musical style which she 

described as "Very Oriental." 

rThese songs] are based on a Bosnian folk style which is called 
seuda.linka. And ~at ~evdalinka i!O a Bosnian soul music ... you put all 
the soul you have mto 1t • . • Moslem wom en sang seudalinkas.51 

While Balkan rhythms incl ude many different meters, the signature 

rhythm oftbe region is 7/8, which comes from the local dance. The most 

common harmonies were simple thirds, either aoove or below the melody lme. 

Now Jagoda, who often performs with three of her children, uses other 

harmonies as well. 

[T]he harmony m y son adds is lunerica already. But I take it because I 
don"t care how we continue. let'sjust continue. This is how his ear hears 
the harmony ... but sometimes he adds even a. fourth , a very odd 
harm ony, and 10 some places r say. 'EIUot, it just doesn't go. Take it 
easy. It's just too modern. ' . . . [The changes generally] don't bother me 
any mor e. It used to, but now rm older. and rm realizing, 'Hey, fm lucky 
that there are people who are even interested in this song, so it changes 
a little. but ifs the same song! The lyrics are there. and the Ladino i!' 
there. :>2 

Jagoda emphasized the importance of using Ladi.no to describe the way 

Sephardic communities used to Live. Sbe did just that when s he wrote. "Lo 

Boda Djudiyo~ ["The Jewish Wedding"]. The song describes a wedding pa.ny 

processing through the village t.o the synagogue. 

The whole village would come on each side of the ~eet to see la n.ovia 
Ctbe bride) and then you would see . .. the motber s-m-law, usually you 
would always make fun of the mothers-in-law ... they're fat and 
pompous. and that was funny. And, natW'alJy, who was the money guy? 
It was always the man, the husband~ and he b~gs the d.ukadus ~Id 
pieces]. ... It's a picture of the wedding. I talk 1t first so [the audience) 
can bear the sound of the language .... You do it with a tambourine . . . 
and at the end of every verse, [you do a] Yyip~ Happiness!53 

51Jagoda, interview. 
52fbid. 
53Ibid. 
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La Boda Ojudiya 

Ya vyene la novya 
Linda 1 ermoza 
\'~uda do seda 
Si faz1 m uy hadroza 
Yamuz al Kai 
Ke ti D1om uz de mazal 
Vamuz al KaJ 
A d.i ztr Jos btraha.s 

Ya vyene 11 novyu 
Kun ti vesn du muevu 
lo kamiza muy lavrada 
lo kave:;a a lvan tada 
:\u potdi asp1rar 
A ~u novya a buzzer 

Ya mui vyene la Suegra 
Gord u 1 pompoza 
Tu kadu do seda 
Kun lu blank.a roza 
n duls1 mw. daJ·a 
U kave muz bwrs 

Ya muz vyene ii Suegru 
~luy orguJyozu 
El Trn) i luz tukadu!: 
Para luz namuradus 
\"amuz al Kai 
Ke iJ Oto muz de mazaJ 
\ ·amui al KaJ 
A dm r los birahas 

The J ewish Wedding 

Here comes the bnde 
Pretty and beaunfuJ 
Ores ed in silk 
She is so proud of berself 
Let's go to the synagogue 
God will give us good fortunt> 
Let's go to the synagogue 
To say our prayers 

Here comes the bridegroom 
In a brand oew suit 
With his embroidered shin 
Hi bead is held high 
He cannot wai l 
To kiss hi s bride 

Here comes the Mother-in-law 
Fat and pompous 
Wearing a silk head covering 
With a wtute rose 
She will give us sweets 
And strong Turkish coffee 

Here comes the Father-in-la w 
Very proud 
He is bringing pieces of gold 
To the couple lD love 
Let's go to the synagogue 
God will give us good fortune 
Let's go to the synagogue 
To say our prayers 

Aft.er she sang this song during our interview, J agoda added: 

T he weddings were long and long and long . . .. They bad so many 
different cer emonies. And it was so much fun for a family together , the 
preparation, that it was a dream come true to every household to have a 
bride who was going to get manied. From embroidering, they bad nights 
of just crocheting and embroidering . .. that's when you would hear [the 
wedding) songs, on the evenings of preparing the bride . ... The wedding 
songs were rhytb.m.jcal. It was happiness, joy. All the joy and happiness 
are always in this rhyth.micaJ way of singing. 
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The songs were predominantly sung by women accompanied by 

panderikas [tambourines}. Sometimes the men would join with Bosnian folk 

instruments like the tam bouritza . a small mandolin-shaped instrument and on 

the broch, wruch is like 8 guitar.54 

In ~La Boda Djudiya," Jagoda highlights several of the wedding subjects 

discussed in Chapter II of this paper including: beauty, clothing. the mother-in

law and dowry/money. The first s tanza talks about the beautiful bride; the 

firs ( and second stanzas describe the couple's clothing: the third stanza 

highligh ts the traditionally negative view of the new mother-in-law; the fourth 

stanza describes the father bringing gold pieces to the bride and groom . 

. J agoda perform s and has wntten other songs that fit into the subject 

categon es highlighted in" La Boda Djudiya ... Below are explanations of those 

categories and the songs that serve as examples. Whlle each of the son~ 

lil>t:ed below has a predominant subject, more than one subject may be 

reprei:;ented within one song. 

Beauty 

- fo Hanino. Tu Hanina" is a song in The Flory Jagoda Songbook: 

Memories of Sarajevo that talks about beauty. In fact, the opening phrase 

means. "I am handsome, you are beautiful, let us marry." However, even more 

important than a couple's physical attraction to one a.notber was whether or 

not the bride's family could afford the data [dowry]. The couple in this song 

probably met at a party that one of the kazamenteros [matcbmakers] held for 

eligible singles. While they obviously like one another, the woman's father does 

not {probably cannot) agree to the dota the young man and rus family ask for. 

Though , accor ding to Jagoda, the lyrics are from the Bosnian Judea-Spanish 

54fbicl 
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ttad.ition, Jagoda herself wrote tbe melody to this particular version.55 

Yo Ranino, Tu banina 

Yo han.ino. tu banina 
Mos t:omaremos los dos 
los 1ji.kos ke mos nasen 
Komo la luna i el sol 
Aman ... komo la luna i el sol 

Mucbas gra.syas manse,riko 
I<e mandates koredor 
Muchas liras me demande.s 
Non mi acbeta mi sinyor 
Aman ... non mi acheta mi sinyor 

I am Handsome, You are Beau tiful 

I am handsome, you are beauttfuJ 
Let us marry 
We shall be blessed with children 

Like tbe moon and the sun 
Aman ... like tbe moon and tbe sun 

Thank you very much, young man 
For giving me this offer 
But you ask for too many liras 
My father is not accepting it 
Aman ... my fat.her i!! not accepting it 

Clothing 

Preparing beautiful clothing and other adornments is a subject that 

connec~ with the general subject of beauty. As Jagoda explained. the bride 

and her family spent weeks, even months sewing and embroidering not only for 

her 01ugor, her trousseau, but also for the wedding itself. One particular 

custom that was followed by Bosnian Sephardic Jews was for the bride to 

embroider a vest for her new husband. The vest [ii ba.stidor] is supposed to be 

completed in time for the wedding, but the overburdened bride in this traditional 

Bosnian Judeo-Spanish song,56 ~r1 Bastidor• bas not managed to find time to 

finish her new husband's vest.:S~ 

55Jagoda. The Flory Jagoda Songbook. 63. 
5&Jbe lyrics and melody are not attnbuted to anyone. ln Jarocfa"s aoogbook., the 

by-line reads "Bosnian Folk Song.• 
S7 J qoda, The Flory Jagoda Songbook. 26. 

Page 31 



DBastidor 

Vyames, gizo i skwnparto 
Vyarnes, marido asibivj \·os 
Kuando ke Vos lavro este 

Lindo basodor 

la la la . . . 
Shabot maJso 1 k.anto 
Alhad le kulada 

Lurus dublar la kulada 
Martis kuzir kun la kusuegra 

Myerkuli alimpyar lo kazs. 
D_ruevis vizitar la mi Madn 

Kuando ke Vos lavro estc> 

Lindo bas odor 

The Vest 

Friday, I cook and chop 
My husband. long life to you 
When will I find time to 

em braider you 
A beautifuJ vest? 

la la la . . . 
Sabbath , I pray and sing 
Sunday, there is all the wash w 

do 
Monday, fold the clothes 
Tuesday, to sew with the 

mother-in-law 
Wednesday. clean the house 
Thursday, to vtsit my mother 

When will l find time to 
embroider you 

A beautiful vest? 

The Mother-in-lawOS 

A!5 we kew in ~La Boda Djudi)•o" and Chapter Two of tl:Us paper, the 

image of the mother-m-lew m Judeo-Spa.nish wedding songs tends to be a 

negati\ e one. 

Tbe mother-in-law myth is like [the one that is] all overt.be world .. . 
there·s always a joke ... but the main thing I could see here is that they 
lived together. The cusiom was that the son brings his bride home to 
live. It was always at least one year. If they sew that everything was 
just working out, great! They were merchants. The fat.her would open 
another store for his son, and the son would start his Life, and they would 
maybe build a little house. But she had t.o do las] the mot.her-in-law 
liked. And there is the same philosophy today. You bev6 a man 
between two women. Sa.me! Nothing bas changed there. 

So it was very tough for a young bride. She had no life of her own. She 
did what the mother-in-law t.0ld berto do. The mother-in-law cooked. 
She was the boss. Matron of the family. It was tough. I remember 
myself when I was little, and my Uncle Chayim brought a bride from 

58ln most cases, the mother-ill-law ref en to the mother-in· law of the bride 
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Zvorru,69 which is about an hour from Vlasenica. And my Non.a, whom I 
adored, I don't think she was very nice to this oew girl. She criticized her 
all the time. That was the way it was ... and the son would listen to the 
mother. So, many things have not changed even today.eo 

While most songs in the Jude<>-Spanish wedding repertoire portray a 

negative image of the mother-in-law. there are a few songs that portray her in 

a better Ught. "l'o Kon lo mi Kusuegra• c-1 am Satisfied with my Mother-in

law·1 1s such a song. While it talks about t.be bride's acceptance ofber entire 

new family, the mother-in-law comes first, and hence give~ the song its title, 

emphasizing the importance of the bride's relaoonship to her. 

This lsongl was the opener [at the wedding). lf you have two families. 
his family and her family, bow will tb~y get together and mingle, how will 
they get to know each other? So the first was the bride. She would get 
up first. and she would say she's very satisfied with the mother-in-law, 
and the mother-in-law would get up {and dance with her] ... and the 
motions were like this (puts both arms up in the air, each one slightly 
curved. and swings them gently back and forth), very elegant, back-and
fort.h dancing. And then she would say. ·rm satisfied with my brother-in
law. my sister-in-law .... And this is the way they would bring up 
families from each side, and sometimes they would go on for a long time 
because the families were very large. It was a good get-t.o-know-eacb-

other [game] or a circle dance.SJ 

Yo Kon la mi KWJUegra 

Yo kon la mi kusuegra., yo sto kontente 

Ke salga balyar 
Ke la kero ver 

Yo kon la mi nuera, yo sto kontente 

Ke salga a balyar 
Ke la kero ver 

1 am Satisfied with my Mother
in-liw 

I am satisfied with my mother-in-
law 

She should come out and dance 
I want to see her 

I am satisfied with my daughter-in
law 

Sbe should come out and dance 
I want to see ber 

691 am uncertain aa r.o the correct spelJina ortba name 

60Jqocia. interview. 

6l[bid. 
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Yo kon el mi k-usuegro. yo sto kontente 
Ko salga a balyar 
Ke la kero ver 

Ye; kon el mi nuero, yo sto kom.ente 
Ko salga a balyar 
Ke la kero ver 

I am satisfied with my father-in-law 
He should come out and dance 
I want t.o see him 

1 am saasfied with my son-in-law 
He should come out and dance 
I want to see rum 

Yo koo los mis h."Usuegrm~. yo sto kontent.e I am satisfied with my in-laws 
Ke salgan a balyar They should come out and dance 
Ke los kero ver l want to see them 

Dowry/Money 

IA vugar is the dov.-ry. including blankets and pillowcases , which was the 
main question and decision of whether the wedding would take place or 
not. They were very, very choosy. J.f you had a son , you bad a piece of 
gold, and you could ask .. . anything, and the fathers of the daugh ters 
used w take loans to meet the demands of his family ... the bride's 
family would start saving from the time she was a little girl. from when 
she was born. There'i; a saying, 'la i.Ja en la fasa l'asugar en la kasa,'62 
'The baby j ust born, still in a swaddling cloth. you already start putting 
things in the chest.' (FJor every daughter you had a chest. And the 
mother would be constantly embroidering and sewing and put things in 
there. It was a job. And. naturally, all the rich girls went first. ... 63 

As we saw in ·YoHanin.o, Tu Hanina,- the young woman was unable to 

accept the offer of her admirer because her family could not afford the dowry 

for whkh his family asked. ln "'Sca.lerica de Oro," a popular Judeo-Spanisb 

weddingsong,64 the couple seems to break the bonds of tradition by deciding to 

marry despite the fact that the bride is poor. It is also about the bride reciting 

her marriage vows (kidushin] , and the community coming to wish the couple 

joy. prosperity and lasting happiness. 

I asked Jagoda to sing "Scalerica de Oro~ for me since it was not on any 

62Spelling from Jahasz, 201. 

63Jagoda, intervie"I'. 
64.ScaJeicodeOro~ set'mS w be common among East.em Sephardim. I have never 

encountered a rendition by someone from cbe Western Sephardic ™ oroccan.) tradition. 
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of her cassettes or in her book. Part of Jagoda's version of"Scalerica de Oro" 

will be dealt with in greater detail in the next chapter of this paper . 

•• • 
Flory Jagoda is the onJyoneofthe three women I interviewed who is 

Sephardic. When she talks about preserving Sephardic memories and music, 

she is speaking about her own tradition. Her desire to preserve these 

memories and to educate others about them, therefore, is a truly personal one. 

It is as if she personally will lose something if she does not transmit the 

information she seeks to pass on. 

Jagoda·s life and her ability to share it with others provides a valuable 

contribution to the legacy of Judeo-Spanish music. Her life and her work are so 

intertwined that sometimes it is difficult to distinguish one from the other. I 

am particularly inspired by Jagoda because of her passion. She truly belie\•es 

in her mission to keep Sephardic music alive. As Jagoda said: 

lWJith me being the last of my generation over there [Bosnia] with my 
family and dozens of others who have the same story, who's going to 
continue? Three of my children? That's not enough! So, rm lucky to 
have performers learning these songs.65 

65Jagoda, interview. 
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J udy Frankel: Performer 

Judy Frankel, an Ashkenazic Jew ori¢nally from Boston, bas Uved in 

San Francisco for close to 25 years. Her family is from Lithuania. Frankel 

has a classical music background and swd that her flute teacher. who pie~ 

with the Boston symphony. was her most mfluenoal music teacher. 

Frankel has sung with the San Francisco chorus and bas studied with a 

Medieval/Renaissance ensemble from New York called "Music for a While: 

The ensemble encouraged Frankel t.o study and sing more Renaissance mu ic, 

wtuch she was able to do as a soloist with the San Francisco Consort. Her 

work with the Consort involved mucb church musk At a certain point. 

Frankel decided to see if there was not also Jewish music from the Medieval 

and Renaissance periods.66 She went tot.he Diaspora Museum in Israel and 

lx'Came reacquainted with Sephardic music, with which she bad bad some 

contact in the 60s through llsterung to and singing Judea-Spanish folk songs. 

Aft.er her trip to Israel. Frankel returned lO San Francisco and got 

fundlng t0 gather Judeo-Spanish. Yiddish and Hebrew songs from the oral 

tradition of various Jews in San Francisco. Frankel described an encounter 

wnh Rachelle Hazzan, a Jew of Turkish descent who bad grown up in Egypt: 

I sang a few songs for her that she knew. and she just burst into tears. 
She hadn't heard these songs for something like 15 or 20 years and 
hadn't sung them herself for 25 to 30 years. And Little by Little she 
began to remember songs. She bad a son in France who helped support 
our work and a daughter who helped transJate.61 

Frankel describes herself as a performing artist who is mainly interested 

m historicaJ music, particularly the music oftbe Jews and, more particularly, 

SOwbile many auociale Sephardic aonp .-ith Medieval and Renaisaance Spam. 
much of the music developed lat.er and in the many countries to which the Sephardim 

sc:atU!red aft.er the Expullion. 
61 Frankel, inten-iew 
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the music of the Spanish Jews. Her method oflearning melodies, their styles 

and cont.exts is to learn directly from a person from the tradition she seeks to 

represent. 

My work comes pretty much from the individuals from whom I learn the 
son.gs. ~if they sa?'• '.fuis is what we did in our little village, in our 
commuruty, and this ts bow my uncle sang it' or 'this is how my auntie 
sang it,' then I take it from there rather than doing a survey.SS But rm 
aware that [these songs] cropped up in a number of( different] areas 
where the Sephardic Diaspora went.69 

Through her process oflearning the songs and reproducing them, 

Frankel tries to maintain a balance between representing exactly what she's 

beard and being true to her own voice. 

I always try to do exactly what.ever they've sung into my ear. I try to 
reproduce, but still maintain the integrity of being myself. l don't want 
to become an actress and imitate what they're doing and sing it in their 
key ... 1 have to be who I am .70 

As Frankel said early on in our int.erview. even though she follows the 

research on Judeo-Spanish music a Little bit, she primarily sees herself as a 

performing artist. As such, her main purpose in gathering Judea-Spanish 

melodies LS to learn, perform, and often record them herself. However, ever 

since becoming involved with Judeo-Spanish music, her goals have broadened. 

Now she learns songs not only for the conce.rt stage or recording studio, but 

also in order to teach people, both Sephardim and non-Sephardim, about 

Sephardic heritage. ln this way, she, like Flory Jagoda. is a teacher. Though 

she herself is not from the Sephardic tradition and cannot draw on her own 

memories of life in a Sephardic community, she uses performance as a vehicle 

681 think that when Frankel uses the word •survey" here, she is refening ID those 
who base their performances on research they have done using many differenL sources, both 

written and oral. 
69Franket, interview. 
70Ibid. 
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to help e licit memories from Sephardim. 

[I started singing Judeo-Spanish music because) I loved the melodies 
and the lit_tle stories that went with them. I was doing them with guitar 
accomparument ... And then, getting the songs in the oral tradition. 
a.ft.er a ~~ber of years, itj~t became evident that I really had a 
r~spo.ns1~i?-ty. Th~ ~phardi.m were telling me. Once you begin to ~ork 
with ~diVldualsWlthin a group of people, and they introduce you to 
relabves who have songs, you get into the center of the family. you 
become almost like a member. They are quite cogniz.ant of the fact that 
they themselves will be gone in a matter of the next generation and that 
the language is dying ou t, that there are very few people doing anything 
about it, that their children are very busy assimilating, and that they 
entrusted me with helping to carry on the tradition even though l didn't 
myself grow up with these songs. But when I was beginning to learn 
them, they just felt so familiar and so comfortable.71 

While Frankel herself feels comfortable with singing songs in J udeo

Spanish, she indicated that not all of the Sephardim themselves are 

comfortabl~. or even familiar with, the repertoire. Moreover, Frankel believes 

that rua.ny Sephardim are almost completely out of touch with the tradition 

that is their heritage. She believes that her work with Judeo-Spanisb folk 

music can fulfill a great need of reconnecting Sepbardim with their background. 

Some of the ve ry people who have been busy assimilating. every now 
and then, will come up to me or write t.o me after a concert and say, 'You 
know, I don't really understand Ladino, I didn't grow up speaking it, but 
this really touches my heart,' and it begins t.o open doors for them. If I 
can do that much, that's fine. And it encourages them to find out more 
abou t their background. 72 

For those Sephardim who do bave a connection with their Sephardic 

background and who are familiar with the repertoire, the issues surrounding 

Judeo-Spanisb songs are a little different. As Judith Cohen indicates, their 

concern is not only on why these songs should be sung today, but how. Cohen 

states that most Sephardim are not opposed to change. Change, as Frankel 

points out, is a natural outcome of the progression of time. 

71Ibid. 
72Ibid. 
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The main ~that has. caused change is memory. I think that with 
each eucceedi.ng generation, something is los t , which is only human 
nature. And as f~ as why the songs are still being sung, I think that is 
based almost entirely on nostalgia. ";3 

E ven though, in her own work, Frankel chooses to learn Judeo-Spamsh 

songs directly from people from lh'lllg Sephardic people, she recogruzes that 

even this process involves changes in the way the music was originally sung. 

I don't see how we can possibly know how things were performed in pre
Exilic times. . . . 74 We h.ardly even have a scrap of melody extant. And 
with every succeeding generation and every new century, we're talking 
about the tremendous influences of many countries- ( in terms of] 
instrumentation. the style of s inging, anything relating to Turkish or 
Arabic music [which uses] the maqa mis syst.em or is strongly 
influenced by iL [How can we really ] say, 'Well, we have to hang onto 
this,' because , of course, it's const.antJy evolving. So, it therefore 
becomes a tremendous problem when you say, 'What. is the traditional 
way of doing this?' 

My own r-0ut.e has bee n to land of go down the middle ·· not to be too 
creative because I don 't want to make gross changes, but on the other 
hand , I think if you're going to do a concert for an hour to an hour and a 
half, you don't want to put your auwence to s leep. So if you sing 
complet.ely unaccomparued, oo matter bow wonderful a voice might be, 
the audience might get a little bored . .. . So what I've tned to do is to 
stick as closely as I can to what was taught to me in the oral trailition, 
but using my own voice instead of trying to imitat.e the voice of the other 
person and to add guitar, partly because rm comfortable with it. and 
partly, and more importantly, because it came from the de huela de 
ma no, which was a Spanish instrument. and rm always trying to reflect 
again the Spanish influence and not to lose that. 76 

LSepharwc] people have occasionally said to me, 'We love your 
harmonies, but how can you do that? In our family, there weren't 
[harmonies].• My personal experience has been, being invited over and 

73fbid. 
74This may nol be the only music we need to undentand. Much of the J udeo

Sparusb reperwire developed aft.er the Expulsion from Spain, once the Jews were settled in 
vario~ countries in North Africa and the around the Medit.ernnean. 

76-tbe maqam syat.em is the Arabic modal syate.m. 

' 6wbile all Sephardic communities oririnated in Spain, it wa1 not the eource for 

all Judeo-Spaniah melodie.1 nor do all Judeo-Sparuah eooga reJlect. a direct Spanish musical 

influence. 
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over again to Sephardic gatherings,77 women who are singing . .. it's 
mostly unison. but there is, [eventually) always somebody who breili 
into a hannony,78 and that's what gave me the idea. And I think i t 
probably came because someone couldn't get the high notes, so they just 
dragged down below, and it sounded really good, so they stuck to it. 79 

When I asked Frankel about the wedding song repertoire, she referred 

mostly to liturgical wedding songs rather than those sung by women during or 

about the events leading up to the wedding. As Frankel said, what she knows 

about the songs she sings essentially comes from the person from whom she 

learns the song. It seems those from whom Frankel learned wedding songs did 

not discuss the con te>..1. in which the songs were sung since Frankel did not 

mention them. In Chapter Four, I will discuss Frankel's recording of"Scaler ica 

de Oro." 

As Frankel herself exp1ained. she takes the "middle road" in her 

approach to performance. On the one band, she seeks to be true to the 

tradition she represents. On the other hand, she knows that bet renditions of 

the songs necessarily will be different than the traclition because her voice and 

her accompaniments will change them. Frankel 's approach to performing the 

songs shows that she does not only perform for the .sake of entertamment.. but 

also to teach others about Judeo-Spanish music. 

77For example, Lee Ami8os Sephardies organization, with which Frankel bu been 

qwta ~nvoh•ed. 
78Fnmkel said that the harmonies are usually a third above or below the melody. 

79Frankel, int.erView. 
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Judith Cohen: Researcher 

Ethnomusicologist Judith Cohen is e prominent scholar in the field of 

Judeo-Spanisb music research. Like J agoda, she is an educator. However, her 

mode of educeuon is through university t.each.ing and academic publishing. 

Like both Jagoda and Fl-ankel, Cohen also uses performance as a way to teach 

people about Judeo-Span.ish music. Her ma.in goals in her performances and 

recordings are to expose people to the less popular Judeo-Spanish melodies and 

to render them as authentically as possible. 

An Ashkena.zic Jew who lives in Canada, Cohen received her Bachelors 

of f'mc Arts wath an emphasis in music from Concordia University in Montreal. 

She earned a Masters of Medieval Sturl.ies from t.be Universite du Montreal and 

hold~ a Doctorate in Ethnomusicology from the University of Montreal. 

Goben has studied extensively the music of the Moroccan J ewe of 

Canada and, among her publications. has co-authored articles on Judeo

Sparush wedding music. She also performs and records Judeo-Spanisb songs 

e~ a member of the musical ensemble Gerineldo. In addttion to singing with 

~rineldo, she is a well-versed instrumentalist who can play, among other 

instruments, the ood. clarinet.. Medieval fiddle, recorder. dulcimer, guitar and 

percussion instruments. 

Like Frankel. Cohen says that she became interested in Sephardic 

music by chance-through a combination of an int.erest in Medieval music, 

travels through Spain, Morocco, Turkey and the Balkans, some tapes of 

Sephardic music sent to her by friends. and the work of Samuel Armistead.SO 

As a scholar, Cohen seeks to contextualize Judeo-Spanish songs by 

discussing their original functions and the culture which they reflect and to 

80samuel Armistead was a scholar who, along with Joeeph Silverman and Israel 
Katz, extensively researched and published several works on the Sephardic ballad traclition.. 
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analyze both the music and the text. She also bas a particular interest in 

studying Judeo-Spanisb folk songs as a women 's repertoire. 

As a performer, Cohen tries to present songs in their purest forms. ln 

other words. she tries to perform them in a fashion that will reflect bow they 

were onginally sung. So. for example, if tnSt.Tuments were not ongi.nal.Jy used, 

she most often will use no instrumentS. Occasionally she and Gerineldo wiU add 

something that they know was not onginally part of the song. like Middle 

Eastern violin. but they make sure tot.ell their audiences that this was not 

originaJly part. of the song. 

!My role models] for Sephardic singing are onJy and exclusively original 
informants. rm already taking la song] a step away by s inging it when 
f m not from the tradition myself. So if I can avoid taking it any more 
steps away, I will. rm not saying that anyone who does anything else is 
wrong. but that's the way I operate things. And it fits in with my goals. 
because my goals are actually not to be creative. It's not where my 
gifts or my goals a.re personally. They're really to try to recreate 
trawtions as far as possible. And for someone who is interested in 
creating theLr OV\'ll anistic creation, that's a whole different story.81 

While Cohen's persona.I goals are to preserve and promote authentic 

tradition as much as possible through the songs she performs, she understands 

thllt other performers may make different choices. 

My personal, non-musicologist [reaction to people wbo adapt and change 
traditional tunes] is that I don't like it. I like traditional s tuff. !just. like 
it. It's as simple as that. My musicologist.answer is [that) 1 think it's 
absolutely fine as long as people are honest. about what they're doing. 
As long as they say something like, 'I know this is not the way a 
seventy-five-year-old grandmother would sing it. and I.know they . 
wouldn't have used these insttuments ... but I love this song [and) this 
is how rm doing il This is my background; th.is is my musicality.' I 
have no problem with it at all. 

What I really don't like is when it's implied that this is the way the 
tradition is. Like for ex.ample, when an early music group takes 
Sep bardic songs ~d says, 'these are jewels of the Medieval SepharWc 

81Judith R. C.oben, interview by author, Tape recordini. 'l'elepbooe, TorootA>. 

Canada. 20 November, 1995. 
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re~rt.oire. ' Thi~ is nonsense. If they say, 'We think these songs sound 
terrific on early i.nstruments. We know the mu.sic isn't Medieval but 
this. is our training, and we like the way they sound th.is way, and it sort 
of gives us an atmosphere that reminds us of the Jews in Medieval 
~pain ... fine. Go ~ead. ru listen to it, and ru probably even like it if 
1t swell done. B_ut if they're suggesting to the audience that Jews sang 
these tunes, which are mostly 19th century tunes, in Medieval or 
Renaissance Spain, then ru get really annoyed. But it's really just 10 the 
presentation and the honesty where I have a problem cot so much rn 
the music. ' 

In my interview with her, Cohen indicated that many scholars berate 

performers and performances that are not "authentic"' whether or not they are 

honest about their work. Such scholars believe that the songs should onJy be 

presented in an "authentic," '"pure" fashion and should never be changed. 

arranged or adapted. Cohen said. "I found this really disturbing because i t was 

removed from real 1 ty ll!ld because a lot of Sephardic people don't mind. ~s2 

Cohen recently conducted a sw-vey of performing iO'QUps. listeners and 

researchers in which she showed that most Sepbardim themselves are not 

opposed to adaptations of Judeo-Spanish songs. According to Cohen's survey. 

while many scholars said that the only people qualified oo make changes are 

those "ritbin the tradition. the Sephard.i.m did not agree. The only thing that 

really bothered them about others performing their music was when they used 

bad pronunciation. 

While some writ.e arrangements of Judea-Spanish songs to make them 

more palatable to the audience, Cohen believes that "people don't give 

audiences enough credit. In my own experiences, I find that audiences are far 

more open to stuff than we think they are. We tend t.o say, 'Well the audience 

won't like this.' So they don't, because they don't bear it "SS And while one 

might th.ink that Sephardim want to bear the songs sung in a *'traditional" 

8'L-. L . ' ' 
"\.4DeD, mtervlew. 

831bid. 
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fasluon . many are more interested in beanng songs with arrangements 

because they themselves can sing the songs Wltbout the arrangements 

As the presentation of the songs takes oo many forms today, so does 

the context of their performance. Where songs were once sung for social 

occasions, holidays and life cycle even ts, they are now primariJy limited to the 

concert stage and to s taged e"ents like weddings and wedding ntuals where the 

songs used to occur. While some events still e>ast that resemble the original 

conteXt.S for the songs. the traditional wedding songs are barely used at those 

events any more. Cohen told mE about one such event, a henna night, that she 

anended. She had been looking forward t0 hearing tr11dibonal J ude<rSpanish 

wedding songs onJy to be disappoin ted by hen.ring mostly Israeli and Arabic pop 

music. 

At a nother wedding I wen t to. some of the women stood up and sang 
'Ome of the wedding songs in a corner, but nobody pwd any attention tn 
them. Sometimes a t a henna night, some women will sing some of the 
old songs for five or ten minutes. (But] now mostly they don't remember 
the old wedding songs, so they sing what they know from old Yehoram 
Gaon84 recordings. A lot of the women, especially those in theU" fifties. 
forgot the songs or their families put them down for speaking Ladino 
because it wasn't -classy~ or in Israel because you were supposed to 
speak Hebrew instead of whatever language you grew up with. And 
I.bey re learned the songs through Yeboram Gaon's versions. which are 
quite Westernized, and that's what they'll often sing to you at weddings, 
and they'll call them romances without a clue that they have nothing to 
do with romances . ... The wedding songs were originally accompanied by 
loud percussion. so they're sung loudly. They're functional. People are 
dancing. People are playing tambourines, banging on frying pans. 
You've got to be beard. So they're not the place to be s ubtle.SS 

Cohen believes that the future of the wedding song repert.oi.re is limited 

without the events to which they were originally connected and with fewer 

people really knowing the songs. 

84Yehoram Gaon is a popular Israeli Sephardic singer who has made several 

rwordinp of Jud~Spanish songs. 

85Coben, interview. 
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They_ have a fu~. but it's. an artificial one. They've all been recorded . 
. I think that their con~:rt is totally gone. I think that there will be more 
and more staged weddings. and staged contexts .... There were songs for 
the tr~usseau and for comi.ng out of the mikvah, and a lot of them 
weren t meant to be sung in fron t of men. They were meant to be sung 
among women. so some of the erotic references weren't meant to be 
heard by an audience '{>er se. It was just family and friends, and certainly 
not a mixed audience. So the whole cont.ext has changed.89 

Even though she believes that the future of the wedding repertoire is 

bleak. Cohen remains committed to studying, analyzing and performing these 

songs. She continues to expose her readers and auruences to songs they may 

never otherwise hear, and through her work, she can give people a sense for the 

origmal coot.exts and authentic sounds of those songs. As an academic 

1·esearcher, Cohen is able to breathe new life int.o Judeo-Spanish songs while 

still ma.int.e.ining their authenticity . 

••• 
Flory Jagoda, Judy Frankel, and Juruth Cohen represent three rust:inct 

app1·oaches to J udeo-Spanish songs. Jagoda is primarily an educator, Frankel 

a performer and Cohen a researcher. Even though each woman basically 

approaches the Judeo-Spanisb repertoire differently, their approaches 

sometimes overlap. Jagoda and Frankel are at once educator and performer, 

while Cohen is simultaneously research er and performer. 

Each woman's background also plays a role in her approach to the 

music. Jagoda is Sephardic, and she learned the songs from her family. For 

her, Judeo-Spanish songs represent memories of her childhood. Both Frankel 

and Cohen are Ashkenazic and began working with J udecrSpanish songs by 

chance. While they are both passionat.e about the songs, their motivation for 

studying and singing them is necessarily different from Jagoda's. Unlike 

Jagoda, they do not feel a f>eTSOnal urgency to share memories of a Sephardic 

89Ibid. 
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heritage through these songs. This being said, all three women feel the 

responsibility, in one form or another, to shareJude<>-Spanish songs with 

others-Sepbarclim. Ashkenazim and non-Jews alike. 

Even with their different backgrounds and approaches, each woman 

strives to maintain the songs t.oday whether by keeping them authentic or by 

changing them. Each woman, based on her knowledge, interests and talents 

finds a meaningful way to perpetuate the age-old tradition of Judeo-Spanish 

wedding songs in a contemporary society. 
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CHAPrERIV 

SCALERICA DE ORO: A COMPARISON OF RECORDINGS 

ln recent years, many performers and ensembles-Sephardic, non

Sephard.ic and even non.Jewish-have d.Jscovered and begun to populanze 

Jude<>-Span.ish songs. As we saw in the prev10us chapter, some performers 

seek to replicate "authentic"' renditions of the songs. while others incorporate 

other musical styles and interpretations m order to reshape the songs. We 

cannot underestimate the power of recordings 10 helping simultaneously to 

preserve and change parts of the J udeo-Spa.nish song repertoire. In the article 

-!l;ew Direcoons m the Music of the Sephardic Jews," musicologist Edwin 

Serouss1 idenafies "the internationalli.ation of the Sephardic folksong repertory 

through the popuJar music industry'" as one of the pnmary factors both Ul 

keeping Sephardic songs alive and in reshapmg them .87 

ln this chapter, I will look at the opening secuon of •Scalenca de Oro· as 

recorded by five different performers or ensembles. I have O'anscribed each 

ver~ 1on of this section from the recordings (transcriptions can be found on page 

53 ). The similarities and differences in the five versions of th.is section alone 

are represeotauve of the variations possible m other recorded Judeo-Sp11D1sh 

songs. 

Each performer or ensemble takes a different approach to rendering this 

song. Their renditions often depend on where they learned the melody, what 

kind of interpretation or arrangement they use, and what instruments. if any, 

they add. Textually, the words for four of the rendJtions are the same; 

musically. three sbare a similar melody, while the other two each have 

different melodies. These five versions are all connected because they share 

87 Edwin Seroussi, "New Directions in the Mu.sir of the Sephardic Jewa." Modtm 

Jews and tbeir Musical Agendas 9 (1993) : 62. 
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the same refrain and are variants of the same text; four of them, as mentioned. 

are identacal . Tbe refrain is not represented in my trSA.qcriptions. but I wiU 

comment briefly on each performer's or group's rendition. 

Abou t the Perf'ormen and Their Renditions 

1 I Fortuna Safdie was born in Sao Paulo BraziJ and has studied music, dance 

a.od theater. Sbe has sung in many musicals and bas sung back-up vocals for 

several different Brazilian musicians. During a tour in Israel in 1992. she 

discovered Sephardic music when listening to a fragment oft.he Judeo-Sparush 

lullaby, ·Durme, Durme"' at Beit Hatefutsot. "At that moment I became totally 

emhraJled and realized that my life would take an entirely new turn ... 88 Safdie 

began t0 do intensive research about Judeo-Sparush songs. She found 

re$0urces-records. books, costumes, photographs and musical scores-·in 

Lqael. Pans, London and New York. Through th.is, she says, "I discovered a 

new and immensely rich dimension of my people a.od feJt as if I was getting in 

louch with my own spiriwal roots:ss 

Fortune's version of .. Scalerica de Oro~ is like most ofber renditions of 

Judeo-Spanisb songs in that it bas a floating and mellow quality that makes it 

sound somewhat like '"new-age." The introduction to the song is played by 

oboe, flute and another instrument which I could not identify. When Fortuna 

begins to sing the first section, the guitar is added with a simple. supportive 

accompaniment. The drum is used to mark the two and a half beats of rest in 

between t.be first and second halves of the first section of the song. More 

88Fonuna Safdie, La Prima Yez: Kantep djudeos Espanyole: • Fortuna Artistic 

Product.ions (Sao Paulo, Braril), compact. disc recording. 

89i"bid. 
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mstruments are added on the refrain. wh.ich is more rhythmical, though it 

maintains the e thereal quality that Fortuna established wit.b the first sectton 

While most performers end the song with the refrain, Fortuna ends it with a 

repeat of tlus first section. 

21 Ensemble Lyrique Iberique, a French ensemble, consists of singer 

Dommique Thibaudat, lutist and percussionist NabiJ Ibo lOlalidJ and zarb· 

player [the za rb is a wooden Iranian drum in the form of a chalice, over wh.ich 

goatskin is stretched] Pierre Rigopoulos. The ensemble says it 

" trives t.o convey the oral aspect of [the Judeo-Spanisb song) tradition 
by freely interpreting the ornament.al impro~isation central to the 
musicological transcriptions. The use of'Orienta.J' instruments-the 
zarb and the [o)ud. wh.ich existed in the 13th century at. the court of 
Alphonse X the Wise, contribute to our sense ofbe1ng in another time 
and place."90 

The fact that au three musicians have 8 background ID Arabic music is 

reOe<'ted in all of their renditions of Judeo-Spanish songs, and ·scalerica de 

Oro- 1s no exception. In their recording of this song, they use the za rb and ou.d. 

The song begins with the oud pJayjng tremolo. In the first section of the song. 

the vocal line is rendered lightly and in a high tessitura with many 

embellishments. The oud tremolo continues beneath the melody. The last. 

note and the accompaniment of the first section ends suddenly, and there is a 

moment of complete silence before the refrain begins. This sudden ending of 

phrases is typical of Arabic music. On the refrain, the oud plucks individual 

notes, while the melody line becomes more rhythmic. As in the first section. 

not.es that end phrases stop suddenly. 

90oaniel Beclter. musicologiet: see compact dl1e bookJet. Romances Judeo 

E!!oagnolg. 
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3J J udy Frankel's background and information about her approach ro Judeo-

Sparush music are described in detail in Chapter Three of th.is paper. In my 

interview with Frankel, sbe spoke about ber approach in recordlng "Scalenca 

de Oro.· 

Hauan Behar, cant.Or emeritus ofTiferet Israel on Wilshire Boulevard 
in Los Angeles, sang the song to me with no instruments . .. . I really 
didn't do anything to iL It's just that my lungs are different than his 
lungs, and the in.side of my mouth is different than his. I was born in 
America, and he's a Turk wbo was born ln Bulgans who bad studied 
Sephardic style cantonal music. The rhythms. style, tempi land so 
forth that I did on the recording] were all pretty much like his . ... I 
added drum and tambourine because I talked to a number ofSepbard.im 
in the Los Angeles area and asked them what instruments they used at 
weddings and festivities, and they told me, and then I decided to find 
someone who played those instruments. fThe rhythms played by the 
instruments] came from whatever ireemed natural. One of the guys on 
th.is album.91 is Arabic, and because l was trying to get at the roots of 
Sou them Spa.in, and this is what he came up with , it j ust felt right.. But 
a lso, I played it for several Sephardim who swd, 'Yes. this i ·it. Tb.is is 
"hat wedid.'92 

Frankel sings the opening section of thL song a capella, only adding the 

drum and tambourine with the refrain and subsequent verSC$. She sings io a 

med.Jum register and with a quick. rhythmic pace. Her vocal style is si mple 

nnd unembellis hed. though she occasionally scoops between note$. 

4 t Flory Jagoda's background and information about her approach to Judoo

Spanisb music are also described in detail in Chapter Three of this paper. As 

Jagoda told me after si.nging "'Scalerica de Oro .. during our interview, 

"My intro, the introduction as you see the bride coming in. ls different rhan [the 

91The album Crompact. disc) is also entitled •ScaJenaz de Oro.· ll was recorded on 

I.he Global V'illage Music label in 1990. 
92Wben Frankel recorded the 1lOQl "Soahric:a ch Oro." she bad not heard anr other 

versions of it. 
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ones you krio\\' ), but the main thing [the refrain ) is the !:lame."93 Jagoda was 

not sure where this version came from. 

She sang the song Wlth her signature vibrato and a sun pie guitar 

accompaniment. In the first section of the song, Jagoda played a tremolo 

introduction on the guitar. The ITemolo continued when she sang the melody 

line. but soon she strummed the s upporting chords. There was a significant 

interaction between Jagoda's voice and the guitar. During a mini·interlude 

about halfway th.rough the first section. Jagoda picked the chords and played a 

little melodic motif on the guitar; to we.rd the end of the first section, she used 

the guitar to echo a motif she bad sung. Jagoda's representation of the refrain 

was more rhythmical then the first sectior, and was accompanied by a simple, 

supportive. strummed guitar accompaniment. 

51 Western Wind is an ensemble made up of: sopranos Phyllis Elaine Clark 

and Cheryl Bensman Rowe, countertenor William Zukof, tenors Lawrence £ . 

Bennett and William Lyon Lee and baritone/gwtarist Elliot Z. Levine. Guest 

artl. ts on the CD on which •s calerico de Oro .. is recorded are: Tine Chancey, 

lkamenc, rebec, uieUe, violin), George Mgrdichian (oud), Scott Reiss CrecordersJ 

and Art-0 Tuncboyeciyan (du mbekJ. 

The Western Wind's repertoire is eclectic ranging from Renaissance 

motets to 50s rock u' roll, from medieval songs to barbershop quartets and 

from folk tunes to avant-garde contemporary works. Their recording, Mazal 

Bueno: A Portrait in Song of the Spanish J ews, is comprised of Judeo-Spanish 

songs interwoven with narration about the songs and the contexts in which 

93 J qoda, i.nterVinP. 
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they were sung.94 

The Western Wind's version of "Scaleri.ca de Oro" includes solos by Lee, 

Clark and Bensman Rowe. The ensemble uses its own arrangement of the 

Bulgarian version of the song.95 

The entire first section of the song is syUabic. It begins with maJe 

voices singing a c.apella, then drum and a stringed instrument are added. 

About halfway through the first section , it switches to female voices, though 

the men sustain their last note lA) throughout the women's singing. The men 

and women begin the refrain together then go in t.a a canon. They use the same 

ornamentation and the same brisk tempo that they used for the first section. 

• • • 
Please see the ne>.'t page for transcripti1ms of the above songs and the 

page foll owing for a comparison of the three si milar melodies. 

94~ compact disc booklet., West.em Wind, Maza] Bueno: A Portrait in So~ of the 
Spanish J ews, narrated by Tovab Feldshuh. written by J ane Mushabac, Western Wmd 

Records (New York: 1992) , compact. disc recording. . 
951he Bulgarian vel"Bion of this melody is oot.ated in Weich-Shahak, "The Weddin{ 

Songs of the Bulgarian Sephardi Jews,• 94. 
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Comparative Chart of"Scalerica ck Oro" 
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A Brief Comparison of the Three Similar Melodiee 88 Performed b 
Fortuna, Ememble Lyrique lber..que. Judy Frankel y: 

The recordings of the opening secbon by Fortuna. Ensemble Lyrique 

Iberique and Judy Frankel are based on the same melody. which allows for 

1nstructJve com pan.son. The recordings of Flory Jagoda and Western Wind are 

based on vananL melC>d.ies. 

My comparison of the three different representations of the same 

melody is based on the transcription on the previous page. I have circled 

sigruficant features in each of the three representations and have labeled the 

two halves of the section with Roman numerals. As indicawd above. the 

performers render the melocLies differently based on tessitura, tempo, 

in:::trumentaoon. and vocaJ styles. 

The three representations !Fortuna. Ensemble Lyrique Iberique and 

Judy Frankel J of"Scaler icade oro· share many feature . They are all in duple 

met.er. The s hape of the melody is the same 111 all three representations. The 

melodic lJ ne generally follows a descending mob on and moveE in intervals of 

seconds w1 th occasional thirds. Two instances of intervals of fourths occur 

between the last two notes of each half of the section. ln general, the aed 

notes fall in the same place in each melody, though in each representation a 

d.Jfferent number of notes may be tied. 

Ensemble Lyrique lberique's a.od Judy Frankel's representaoons of the 

melody are strikingly similar. The text and the notes ID these two 

representations line up almost perfectly. Fortuna's represeotation, however, is 

lengthened rhythmically. She bolds the notes longer and elongates the 

syllables as seen on the syllable '11" in the word .. s~" and the syllable "o~ 

Ill the word "oro." 

Other significant features distinguish the three representations from 
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ooe another . Fortuna represent.s the word .. de .. wit.b a grace note 1.n bot.~ places 

where it occurs. She also adds two ascending grace not.es to the pitch on the 

word .. mar and uses grace notes t.o slide int.o the pitches on the syllables -du .. 

and "shin" in the word "kidushin ." The most outstanding feature in Ensemble 

Lynque fberique's representation is the embellishments before the words 

'"n.oviD" and .. kidu.shm: In Frankel's representation, scooping between 

interval~ of thirds is a salient feature. 

In my opinion, alJ five representations of"Scokrica de Oro" shown here 

have menL As a whole. they teach us not onJy about melody variants for the 

same or related texts, but also about the possible differences within one 

melody. These differences highlight the realm of artistic choice~ performers 

make when they render these songs. 

I believe it is import.ant to be e~-posed to both kinds of representations-

the ones that sock close to tradition, and the ones that adapt the tradition. 

Performers who so ck close to tradition teach us about bow the songs aught 

have originally been s ung. Those who adept the tradioon teach us about how 

to hear old melodies sung in a new way. 

Whether a person prefers one representation over another, in my mind. 

depends partly on taste. However, it also depends on bow that person comes 

to the song-whether s/he is Sephardic or Ashkenazic and whether or nots/he 

feels that cbSDging the tradition means losing the tradition. It is also 

important to consider what that person wants to get from the song-whether 

s/he purely wants t.o learn about the tradition or to hear a new rendition oft.he 

tradition. In my own work with Judeo-Span.ish wedding songs, I seek both to 

understand the tradition and to expose myself to the many ways t.o adapt it. 

With th.is background, I fee) more qualified to perform these songs myself. 
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CBAPfERV 

CONCLUSION 

As I have shown in this paper, there are many ways to try to 

perpetuat.e the tradition of Judeo-Spanish wedding songs in a contemporary 

world. Some strive for the purest forms oft.be songs. For them, the tradition itl 

lost once these songs are changed. Others take gre<>t liberties with the songs 

by adding their own arrangements and interpretations. They believe that the 

only way to keep Judeo-Sparush so~!" alive is to reshape them constantly to 

suit the needs and int.erests of tbe performers and their audiences. 

For me, 1t is essential to understand where the songs came from and 

how they functioned in their original contexts before I can even think.about 

reinterpreting them. H0wever, these songs must be flexible in order to 

continue to convey meaning. Intelligent, tasteful innovations are the keys to 

the songs· survival. 

Through this project I have begun to understand some of tbe issues that 

contemporary researchers, performers and educators of Judeo-Spanish music 

must confront in their work. Not only bas my research broadened my 

understanding of the repertoire and the various approaches to it, but jt a.I.so 

has greatly influenced the way I think about aU music. particularly ethnic 

music that changes in function and performance practice over time. The 

issues that arise from this paper are the same issues that arise in the 

synagogue when we talk about nusach, whether to preserve it as close to the 

tradition as possible, to incorporat.e it into more modern sounding melodies. or 

to ignore it completely. What do we need to do in order to preserve tradition , 

and how far can we push the limits of change without relinquishing that 
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tradJtion? I agree with Davtd Harris who writes; 

For those of us who take pleasure in singing the traditional music. we 
must respect its context and originating circumstances and yet pursue 
the purpose of a song··to move the hearts and minds and memories of 
those who in the present list.en to us.96 

Harris' charge both to respect the tradition and w pw·sue the 

contemporary purpose of a song captures my own approach to Judeo-Spanisb 

weddJng songs. On a larger level, t.hiE tension between preservation and change 

is a central issue that I expect to revtsit throughout my career as a canwr and 

a .Je" 1sh musrdan. 

96Hanis, 147. 
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