
GUEST EDITORIAL

Readers of the autumn 2010 issue of European Judaism, devoted mainly to
literature written in Ladino, the most usual term today to denote the vernacular
language of Sephardi Jews (Judezmo, Hakitía or the neutral academic term
Judeo-Spanish are also used), will be well aware of the perilous position of
this once flourishing language, for it is on the verge of extinction. Sadly, many
of the articles in this issue reinforce that depiction of Ladino’s precariousness
today, for despite the growing interest in Ladino language and literature it is no
longer a language of daily communication. 

Whereas it has often proved difficult to promote Ladino studies and
research, this has not been the case in Israel where Yitzhak Navon, the former
President of the State of Israel, is President of Israel’s National Authority for
Ladino. Our issue begins with Mr. Navon’s description of the various research
projects and cultural events supported by this very active organisation. 

Language

In a detailed analysis of syntactic trends, Aitor Garcia compares two late
nineteenth-century Judeo-Spanish versions of a German novel, contrasting the
version written in conservative rabbinical style with one showing the influence
of new Western literary genres.

David Bunis gives a detailed overview of the language used by Sephardi
Jews in the Ottoman Empire, describing its early history and characteristics in
Spain and its subsequent development out of Spain in the communities of the
Eastern Mediterranean. He explains that the name Judezmo, a term
emphasising the Jewish features of the language, was commonly used in the
eighteenth century. 

We now move from East to West with Isaac Benabu’s discussion of Hakitía,
the Western form of Judeo-Spanish spoken in Morocco. In addition to analysis
of its linguistic features, Benabu includes the texts of eight folk-tales, an oral
genre that has almost died out, collected mainly in the late twentieth century. 

The decline of Ladino as a means of spoken daily communication and the
revival of many varied aspects of the culture are the topic of Tracy Harris’s
article. Harris outlines the efforts being made to promote Ladino language and
culture, especially in Israel and the United States, and concludes that it is the
culture, and not the language, that is thriving. 

This section concludes with Karen Gerson Sarhon’s account of her digitalised
research project investigating current attitudes in Istanbul towards Ladino.
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Literature

Turning to Ladino literary production, Elena Romero presents a wide-ranging
study of a form of poetry unique to the Sephardim, the copla. Romero
discusses its early origin, probably in medieval Spain, its place in the Sephardi
repertoire, its characteristics and its function. Usually written with didactic
intent, the copla was a learned form of poetry created by authors whose
identity is often known and transmitted in print or handwritten manuscripts.
The article concludes with an extensive bibliography. 

Coplas appear again in Paloma Díaz-Mas’s survey of endechas, the songs
or dirges sung at times of mourning and on solemn holy days or fasts. Díaz-
Mas provides an overview of this little-known genre explaining the history,
development and content of specific sample texts. 

Samuel G. Armistead gives a comprehensive outline of his massive
research project, begun over half a century ago, documenting the ‘Folk
Literature of the Sephardic Jews’. In collaboration with his colleague Joseph
H. Silverman, Armistead conducted fieldwork and interviews in Israel, the
United States and Morocco. This huge undertaking not only constitutes a
remarkable and comprehensive study of the Sephardi ballad or romansa, but
also a permanent memorial to a literature and communities that have now
almost disappeared. 

The early origins, characteristics and development of the Sephardi ballad
are presented in Hilary Pomeroy’s article. Pomeroy analyses the ballad’s
development from a medieval literary form into one with its own characteristic
features that played a significant role in daily Sephardi life and had its own
characteristic features

Rivka Havassy surveys the changes that took place in the Sephardi song
repertoire during the twentieth century, exploring how these newly created lyric
songs (cantigas) reflect changing social customs and historical and political
events. She also discusses the impact of modern recording techniques.   

The creation of new material also features in Susana Weich-Shahak’s
presentation of ballads created since the establishment of the State of Israel
and setting out the difficulties that Sephardi immigrants to Israel had to face.

Finally, Judith Cohen sums up the changes in content and performance style
that the Ladino song repertoire has experienced in recent years and comments
on the move from the family home to public space. 
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