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In Israel Today (1957): Notes by Deben Bhattacharya 

Volume 2 (Sides 1+2)

Music of the Jews from Morocco
The reason why we are devoting the entire second volume to the Moroccan 
community is because of the most fascinating and complex background of 
the Moroccan Jews. Their music and song can hardly be classified as folk 
music of unsophisticated rural background. Yet, their music cannot be 
described as purely art music for popular entertainment, since it is related 
to their everyday life, both in the religious and the social fields.

Their songs connected with Andalusia, in a way, show a reversal of the 
process. Flamenco singing is said to have developed as a result of the 
Moorish influence in Andalusia. On the other hand, the Moroccan Jewish 
singers, whose original ancestral home was Spain but who later moved to 
Morocco, could hardly have forgotten the melodic influence of Spain. 
Though their songs are in Arabic, the melody as well as the words express a 
deep nostalgic quality. For example, “I saw a beauty with a beauty mark, 
with enchanting dark eyes. Oh, that girl from Seville made me mad with 
her beauty!” Or again, in the words of the song with which we open our 
Moroccan record, the singer recalls Andalusia and the dark mascaraed eyes 
of the Andalusian girls. The melody opens with this nostalgic cry:
[music notes]

The singer of this band is a barber by profession and runs a hairdressing 
shop in the suburbs of Jerusalem. He is accompanied by Arab instruments 
such as the ud, which is equivalent to a lute but has ten strings in five pairs 
and is plucked by a feather, the qanun, an instrument with 78 strings in sets 
of three and plucked with a pair of plectrums; and the darbuka – a drum 

which is shaped like an hourglass and is covered by parchment at one end; 
a tambourine and a violin complete the ensemble.

Although the above-mentioned instruments accompany all their love songs, 
their religious songs, sung in Hebrew, are not even remotely related to 
Andalusia; but to a certain extent some of these songs reflect the impact of 
Moorish music and rhythm which was their last musical influence before 
undertaking the large-scale immigration to Israel in 1949.

Side 1:

1. Romance in Arabic, depicting the dark eyes of the Andalusian girls 
adorned with mascara. The music opens with a nostalgic prelude which 
is known as taqsim in Arabic. This establishes the melody with voice 
accompanied by the ud, but without the aid of the rhythm or the words 
of the song. Once the taqsim is performed, the song begins in accompa-
niment with the qanun, the darbuka, the tambourine and the violin.

2. Hijaz Masaqui. Hijaz belongs to the school of maquams, i.e. the classical 
modes in Arab music. This particular version is used by the Moroccan 
Jewish community as a musical overture for the marriage. Instruments 
are the ud, the qanun, the darbuka, the tambourine and the violin.

3. Maquam Hijaz, sung before Huppah. This is a conventional version of 
the mode but here adapted to this Jewish song which is sung before a 
marriage ceremony takes place in the Moroccan Jewish community. 
Instruments: ud, qanun, darbuka, tambourine and violin.
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4. Shikka, Arabic Romance. Though this is said to have been sung in 
Shikka mode, in fact it is a blending of the mode with folk singing. 
Usually this song is sung before a marriage gathering of the Moroccan 
Jews. Instruments: ud, qanun, darbuka, tambourine and violin.

Side 2:

1. Bereshit. Moroccan chanting of a section of the first book of the Hebrew 
Bible describing the beginning of creation.

2. Shir Shel David… Song of David, in Hebrew. Religious. Instruments: 
ud, qanun, darbuka, tambourine and violin.

3. En Ke-Elohenu. Religious song in Hebrew. Instruments: ud, qanun, 
darbuka, tambourine and violin.

4. Taqsim on Maquam Bayat. This is a prelude to the classical mode Bayat. 
It is played on the string instrument qanun in usual Moroccan style.

5. Shikka. A Sephardi religious song entitled Bar Yohai. It is sung in Shikka 
mode and in Hebrew. Though band 4 of side 1 of this volume is also 
sung in this mode, it is interesting to note that the religious nature and 
the Hebrew words of this song give it a character distinct from the 
other. Instruments: ud, qanun, darbuka and tambourine.

6. Maquam Airag. Sephardi religious song in Hebrew. It is entitled Yigdal 
Elohim Hai and is sung in Airag mode. Instruments: ud, qanun, 
darbuka, tambourine and violin.

7. Ya Ribbon Alam. Sephardi song in Hebrew, accompanied by ud, qanun, 
darbuka, tambourine and violin.

Volume 3 (Side 2)

Songs of the Jews from the Atlas Mountains, Tunisia and Spain
The second side of this volume begins with two songs by a singer from the 
Atlas Mountains. Most of the immigrants from this area came to Israel 
about 1949-1950, along with the Jewish people of the Moroccan 
mainlands. Though the musicians from the Atlas Mountains and the 
Moroccan mainlands often get together during some of their musical 
gatherings in Israel, the style of singing as well as the melodic pattern of 
the songs from the Atlas Mountains are far removed from the more 
sophisticated and rich musical expression of Jewish musicians from the 
Moroccan mainland. In comparison, the songs from the former have a 
simpler charm, enriched by the emotional power behind the private joys 
and sorrows of a solo singer.

The singer in bands 1 and 2 accompanied himself on a violin which he 
plays in the style of the Bedouin instrument rababa, of which both the 
string and the bow are made of horse-tail hair.

1. Family’s Lament. As in ancient days, today too the father of the family 
often has to go away from the highlands to the cities to earn a living. 
The words of this song, in an Arabic dialect, express the sadness of the 
family at his absence. Instrument: Violin.

2. Love song, beginning with the words “Why does he find fault with me?” 
The singer sings in Arabic dialect, accompanying himself on a violin.
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Tunisia

Safad, the northernmost town in Israel, is famous for its Cabbalistic 
traditions. This is so because during the 16th century, the exiled Cabbalists 
made Safad their center, and also because Izhak Luria, the great exponent of 
the Cabbalistic movement, lived and died in Safad. But I was there for a 
different reason. It was to attend a marriage between a Moroccan boy and 
a Tunisian girl. The bridegroom, David, left Morocco only towards the 
beginning of 1956, and since coming to Israel he had established himself 
as a tailor in Safad. His bride’s family came from Tunisia three years before 
him, and the marriage ceremony was taking place in her home. The 
recordings reproduced in Bands Nos. 3 and 4 were made during the 
Marriage.

3. Marriage song in Tunisian Arabic. One of the women friends of the 
family sang this song accompanied by hand-clapping and occasional 
ululating. The song was sung partly in order to inaugurate the marriage 
ceremony as well as to entertain the family friends and relatives who 
gathered in a room near the canopy where the marriage was to take 
place.

4. Marriage Blessing. When the bride and bridegroom were led under the 
canopy, they were faced by a group of men chanting the blessings. The 
bridegroom was then offered wine by the chief Hazan, and then 
smashed the glass into pieces as the delighted women began to ululate.

Spain

5. Perdona Emilea. Accompanied by ud. the Arab lute, these songs are like 
ballads in Medieval Spanish. The arrangement of the words varies from 
4 or 5 stanzas to several more. Perdona Emilea, for instance, has five 
stanzas, and it begins with the following which is repeated after every 
stanza.

“It was past midnight,
The brilliant moon.
All were asleep, dreaming,
There came a cloud that darkened all.”

6. Market Song. Same as band No. 5, this too is in the form of a ballad 
of six stanzas, with an additional verse for the chorus which is repeated 
after every stanza. The song is expressive of a cheerful rogue of a street 
vendor singing in his mischievous symbolism. The words of the first 
four stanzas mean:

“I am a good salesman,
Better than the shops.
The whole day I work talking to pretty girls.
When they ask me from their windows,
I call out I have good bananas.
I am a good salesman, I've the best fruits.
I go around with a cart through the streets.
Come here, my pretty girls, I’ve tasty fruits,
I have cut them open now.
And they are as delicious as you.”


