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ABSTRACT

The aim of this article is to offer some critical remarks on the monograph devoted to Jewish languages
and literatures, edited by Katja Smid, Ora (Rodrigue) Schwarzwald, and Ofra Tirosh-Becker in honour
of Professor David M. Bunis. In addition, the article highlights the significance of this type of interdis-
ciplinary research, which bridges Romance and non-Romance linguistic and literary studies.
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It is widely known that studies on Romance languages are characterised by a wide range
of subjects and approaches, and there is no shortage of interdisciplinary research that goes
beyond the standard Romance-Speaking area. The monographic volume Mizmor le-David.:
Studies in Jewish Languages edited by Katja Smid, Ora (Rodrigue) Schwarzwald and Ofra
Tirosh Becker can undoubtedly be considered a contribution situated at the crossroads of
research on Romance and Jewish languages and literatures.

It is worth noting at the outset that Hebrew is the first and most important Jewish
language with a rich history that spans thousands of years. Since biblical times Jews have
migrated out of the Land of Israel and entered into contact with other cultures and lan-
guages; however, “Jews have almost always retained Hebrew as a language of scholarship
and prayer, but in their everyday lives, they have adopted new languages that they have
acquired along the way” (Rubin, Kahn 2020: IX). Nevertheless, they usually spoke in



96 Marta Katarzyna Kacprzak

a slightly different way than their non-Jewish neighbours and used the Hebrew alphabet
to write. It is mainly these linguistic varieties that we call Jewish languages (Geller 1994:
15; Rubin, Kahn 2020: IX).

The book Mizmor le-David: Studies in Jewish Languages includes 26 essays about
Jewish languages, literatures and cultures written by leading scholars in Jewish and
Hispanic studies from the most prestigious research centres and universities in Europe,
Israel and the United States. The authors deal with the Hebrew and Jewish Diaspora
languages, such as Jewish Aramaic, Judeo-Arabic, Judeo-Italian, Judeo-Spanish/Ladino,
Haketia and Yiddish. It should be pointed out that many of them are considered seriously
endangered languages' so the studies brought together in this volume are not only ex-
tremely important but also follow the current European trends in scientific investigation
of endangered and minority languages.”> From a more general perspective, several of the
studies included in the book present a comparative approach examining the influence
of languages and cultures in contact that makes them interesting contributions in terms
of sociolinguistics and the debate on mixed languages (Weinreich 1979: 5—6; Myers-
Scotton 2003: 74).

The volume has been divided into three sections: English, Spanish and Hebrew. The
first one is in English and it begins with an essay by Marie-Christine Bornes Varol (4 new
corpus of study for the evolution of Judeo-Spanish: Contemporary Judeo-Spanish Theatre).
It is one of very few linguistic studies about contemporary Judeo-Spanish. The author
explores contemporary theatre plays from Turkey and compares them to older similar
pieces set in Turkey in order to point out the evolution of the periphrastic future ir + (a)
+ infinitive towards a synthetic form.

Next, Sarah Bunin Benor presents an ambitious proposal for the creation of a database
of Hebrew and Aramaic loanwords in Jewish languages that includes written documents
and interview transcripts (Proposal for a database of Hebrew and Aramaic loanwords in
Jewish Languages and its associated corpus). Benor not only describes the methodology
of such a complex and challenging project but also remarks on some possible challenges
that the researchers may confront in different stages which is very valuable considering
her experience in this matter.

Ivri 1. Bunis deals with the Hebrew component but in the Judeo-Aramaic dialects
(K°day ‘worthy’: An early Jewish language feature of the Aramaic dialect of Talmud
Yerushalmi and related sources from the Land of Israel in the Byzantine period). He focus-
es on k’day ‘worthy’, a lexical item “unique to Rabbinic Hebrew and Jewish Palestinian
Aramaic” pointing out its etymology and historical development (Bunis 2023: 85). It is

' Bunis (2009: 171) claims that plenty of Jewish varieties of languages such as Aragonese, Basque,
Catalan, French or Portuguese extinguished in the Middle Ages, while those that have survived until these
days currently face extinction.

2 For instance, in 2018 Dr. Michat Nemeth from the Jagiellonian University in Krakow (Poland) was
awarded an ERC Starting Grant in order to study unedited Biblical manuscripts in Karaim language (https://
karaimbible.filg.uj.edu.pl/en_GB/). In 2020 Dr. Justyna Olko from the University of Warsaw got an ERC
Consolidator Grant to execute a project about the multilingual worlds concerning, among others, the linguistic
and cultural diversity (https://en.uw.edu.pl/second-erc-grant-awarded-to-professor-justyna-olko/). Furthermore,
in 2023 the Publishing House De Gruyter brought out a Manual of Judaeo-Romance Linguistics and Philol-
ogy edited by G. Mensching and F. Savelsberg as a volume 31 in the series Manuals of Romance Linguistics.
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also noteworthy that Ivri Bunis provides some notes on k’day in later Jewish languages
such as Moroccan Judeo-Arabic and Yiddish.

New information about the influence of Hebrew on other Jewish languages is provided
by Ora (Rodrigue) Schwarzwald in her comparative study of Hebrew words and expres-
sions in the Salonican translations of two important Jewish books from the 16" century,
Shulhan Hapanim and Sefer Hovat Halevavot (The Hebrew component in two rabbinical
Ladino translations from the sixteenth century).

On a different note, Bryan Kirschen (The Judeo-Spanish of Sa ‘adi A-Levi: “Mis memo-
rias”) explores the life and languages of Sa‘adi Besalel Ashkenazi A-Levi (1820-1903).
His analysis of the Salonican variety of Judeo-Spanish is based on Sa‘adi’s autobiography
written in solitreo (Sephardi cursive script) which are the first memoirs in Judeo-Spanish
that we know of (Kirschen 2023: 119). In addition, he also offers valuable sociolinguistic
insights on Salonican Judeo-Spanish.

According to the strands of history, Allyson Gonzalez presents Sephardi Rabbi Salomon
Gaon and his unofficial diplomacy carried out in Ladino on behalf of Jewish communities
in Spain during the Cold War (Rabbinic diplomacy in Cold War Spain: Solomon Gaon
(1912-1994) and the origins of a Ladino blessings). She describes some historical mo-
ments for the Sephardi-Spanish community between 1959 and 1994, and comments on
the invocations used by the Rabbi. Another study based on historical sources concerns the
Sephardi ballads. Hilary Pomeroy (Sephardi ballads as social and historical documents)
presents them “as enlightening historical documents” that can serve as a source comple-
mentary information that allows us to better understand Spanish and Sephardi history.

The multidisciplinary character of this volume is also reflected in the essay 7The
Eastern Sephardim s re-discovery of Spain and Spanish language by Martin Stechauner
who deals with popular beliefs regarding Sephardi collective memory of Spain: “to this
day have kept a historical, cultural and emotional connection to the land of origin.” It is
an exhaustive study of the identity of Eastern Sephardi Jews based on a rich bibliography
and is well referenced. It deals with their relation to Spain, the Spanish language and their
interaction with Ashkenazic co-religionists.

With regard to Sephardi music, Edwin Seroussi (Otfoman cantors of the “Siekolo
Aklarado”: Listening to Hazzan Shimon Uziel of Salonika) offers a panoramic vision
of Ottoman Sephardi liturgical music using the perspective of the series of lectures in
Judeo-Spanish that were read live by Salonican cantor, Shimon Uziel, in an Israeli state
radio station. Seroussi (2023: 210) invites us also to “a critical reflection of the crude
Ashkenazi/Sephardi binary divide that still dominates musicological discourses about
the Jewish liturgy.”

Although there are many studies on Sephardi education at the turn of 19" and 20" century
in modern schools such as Alliance Israélite Universelle, only few deal with traditional
Jewish primary education. Katja Smid (7he use of Ladino and Hebrew in the Sephardic
“Talmud Torah” School in Belgrade) presents the Sephardi Tal/mud Torah school through
a Ladino testimony published in Belgrade in 1867. She identifies the anonymous author
of the text and invites us to study more deeply “the rich production of Ladino and Hebrew
books published by David Moshé Alkalay and Moshé David Alkakay” and the authors
themselves (Smid 2023: 224). Ofra Tirosh-Becker (The “Corner for teaching Hebrew”
in a trilingual Jewish journal from Tripoli, Libya) also writes about education, but from
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a different perspective. The author discusses 39 Hebrew language lessons published
weekly in the journal Haienu, provides an original linguistic analysis of the Judeo-Arabic
Glossary and points out the Hebrew and Italian components.

The present volume also includes essays about Balkan and Slavic languages. For
example, Krinka Vidakovi¢ Petrov (4 Judeo-Spanish account of travel to the Middle
East from Yugoslavia) presents a 14-page travelogue written in Judeo-Spanish by Jacob
Musafia, a young Sephardi Jew from Serbia. It is worth highlighting that it is probably
the first analysis of a Sephardi travel journal and Vidakovi¢ Petrov compares it to another
Sephardi travelogue from Sarajevo from almost the same time. Ivana Vucina Simovi¢ (The
Treasure Metaphor in Sephardic Discourses on Proverbs and Sayings in Territories of
Former Yugoslavia [19" and 20" Centuries]) also refers to Sephardi Jews from Yugoslavia
in her qualitative analysis focused on the use of treasure metaphor in the Sephardi discourse
about the past. Although the corpus includes mostly texts in Serbian/Serbo-Croatian and
only some written in Judeo-Spanish or Spanish, it contributes new information about the
Judeo-Spanish spoken in that area.

It should be pointed out that there are not many comparative studies between the
various Judeo-Romance languages. Even so, Michael Ryzhik in his article (The blessings
of the Amidah prayer in the Judeo-Italian, Ladino and Provengal traditions) carries out
a comparative linguistic analysis of seven texts: five in Judeo-Italian, one in Ladino and
one in Judeo-Provencal in which he highlights, among others, the Hebrew component
and refers to translation accuracy.

The Spanish section begins with a chapter by Angel Berenguer Amador (Las perifrasis
verbales en judeoespaiiol moderno) who investigates verbal periphrases recorded in the
corpus that includes texts published at the transition from the 19% to the 20* century. By
going over modal and aspectual periphrases Berenguer studies the internal evolution of
the Judeo-Spanish linguistic system as compared to 18" century Judeo-Spanish and points
out the influence of other languages, French in particular, in modern Judeo-Spanish.

Next, Paloma Diaz-Mas (Los Sefardies de Marruecos. Entre el espariol, el francés, el
hebreo, el drabe y la haketia, en una informacién de la revista “Africa” [1929]) offers an
edition of a chronicle published in the Spanish Africanist magazine, Afiica, in 1929 by its
correspondent in Tangier, Santos Fernandez. Her observations on the complex linguistic
situation and the differences between Spain and France concerning their linguistic policy
in Morocco allow us to better understand the linguistic processes and mechanisms that
we can observe in Haketia. Susy Gruss (Un didlogo fortuito entre tres periodicos en len-
guas judias “Haynt” [Varsovia] y “La renasensia djudia” [Salonica] frente a “Aksyon”
[Salonica]) also writes about Jewish languages in the press in her study of a public
dispute about the differences between Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews that took place in
November 1934 in three Jewish newspapers. The reaction of one of the most widespread
Jewish newspapers printed in Yiddish in Warsaw to the polemic in the Sephardi press in
Salonica seems to be a good starting point for researchers to study mentions of Sepharad
and Sephardim in the Ashkenazi press.

For her part, Elena Romero (Las coplas sefardies de Purim se contenido histotico-
-biblico) explores the Sephardi Purim coplas that allude to the biblical story of Esther
and presents five additional coplas unknown until now that she found in written sources,
four manuscripts and one printed. Then, Pilar Romeu Ferré in her contribution (Moisés
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Almosnino ante la sublime Puerta: Consideraciones acerca de su “Cronica de los reyes
otomanos” [siglo XVI]) deals with the Moisés Almonsino’s chronicles from the 16" cen-
tury and focuses on the perception of the figure of the sultan Suleiman.

The Spanish section closes with the essay El traductor-prologuista en el polisistema
literario otomano-sefardi by Michael Studemund-Halévy that is a comparative study of
prefaces to literary translations into Judeo-Spanish written by the translators from the
cultural and ideological perspective. This paper is very interesting not only from the point
of view of Sephardi or Jewish Studies but also from that of Translation Studies, in general,
especially if we take into account such issues as cultural transfers and the manipulative
side of translation.

In the first chapter of the Hebrew Section Moshe Bar-Asher (The Mutual Influence of
Languages in contact: Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic in North Africa) deals with the complex
linguistic situation in North Africa and examines the interaction between Hebrew and
Arabic. Next, Aharon Maman (Variation in Judeo-Arabic in Light of Its Contact with Other
Languages) presents the fluctuation in Hebrew and Jewish elements that can be observed
in Judeo-Arabic as a result of its evolution over time. These two papers will surely interest
researchers specialized in Semitic linguistics and Jewish languages.

In this section we have also one contribution about the North West African variety of
Judeo-Spanish (Haketia) by Yaakov Bentolila (That Is Why They Called it “Haketia™)
who deals with the origins and diffusion of the label Haketia. On the other hand, Yaron
Ben-Naeh (The Ezra baZarot Association in Late Ottoman Edirne) presents the statutes
of the Jewish association Ezra baZarot founded in Edirne in the middle of the 19" centu-
ry and describes some social and cultural aspects of Jewish life in the Ottoman Empire.
Then, Dov Cohen (Hebrew Printing in Salonika: A Previously Unknown Chronology of
the Bezes Printing House) provides new information about the history and achievements
of the Bezes Printing House that he found in the Judeo-Spanish chronicles from 1938
written by Barukh ben David Bezes in the solitreo script.

The Hebrew Section ends with a comparative study by Moshe Taube (Baleen and
Siren: On the Provenance and Fate of Some Foreign Vocables from the Book “Tsel Olam™
in Mendele'’s “Travels of Beniamin 11I"’) focused on the traditional Jewish Society in
Eastern Europe in the 19" century and its different approaches to the Natural Sciences. Tt
is worth noting that Taube analyses Travels of Bejamin III (1878) a satirical novel about
voyages and adventures of two Jewish characters that seems to be inspired in Cervantes’
masterpiece. Moreover, it was translated into Polish with the title Don Kiszot Zydowski
(“The Jewish Don Quixote,” 1885). This is another very interesting paper not only from the
point of view of Jewish Literature Studies but also from the perspective of Comparative
Literature Studies, in general.

Taking into account the diversity of topics and approaches explored in the aforemen-
tioned essays, there is no doubt that this volume represents a valuable contribution not only
in terms of Romance and Jewish languages and literatures. To the crossroads mentioned
at the beginning, additional layers can be added since we could add Semitic and Slavic
languages and literatures and Translation Studies.
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