Jagoda Vecerina Tomaié UDC 811.411.16(497.6)
Faculty of Philosophy DOI https://doi.org/10.18485/1id.2017.7.ch28

University of Zagreb

THE EFFORTS OF LAURA PAPO BOHORETA
IN PRESERVING THE JUDEO-SPANISH LANGUAGE

Kao pesynrar reorpadcke M3010BaHOCTH, jesuuke Oapujepe (OKpYXKeH JIOKATHUM
CPIICKO-XPBATCKHM CTAaHOBHHMIIITBOM H IO TYPCKOM BJIaIABUHOM) M YHELCHHIIC JIa CE JeBpEjcKa
3aje/THHIIA [ITKOJIOBAJIA Y OJIBOJEHHM IIIKoJIaMa Oe3 MPUCTYTIA 3 )KEHCKY JICILy, JeBPEjCKO-IIIaH-
CKH je3HK BEKOBHMA j€ 0CTA0 OYyBaH y CBOM M3BOpHOM 00muKy. Kasa je Ayctpoyrapcka ,,0co-
oomma“ bochy (1878), bocHa ce 0TBOpHIIa Ka APyrM HapOIUMa, OCHOBAHE CY JPKaBHE IITKO-
JIe ca jeTHAKUM TPHUCTYTIOM 3a JIBOjYHIIE U JIeUake, a 3BaHUYHH Je3UK HACTaBe Y IIKoaMa OHo
je cpricko-xpBarcku. OBo oTBapame BocHe U yCBajambe 3araihaykiuX KyJITypHUX TOCTHrHYha,
MMAJIO je TIOTYOaH YTHIIA] Ha MaTePrbU je3uK cedapackux JeBpeja. CBECHH OMACHOCTH OJT Ta/ia
EHXOBOT je3uKa y 3abopas, Jlaypa [1amo Boxopera (Capajeso, 1891-1942), uncuctupara je Ha
04YBambY jeBPEjCKO-IIITTAHCKOT j€3HKa, a HheH IIIaBHH 1IHJb OMJIO je CriacaBarbe Off IPOIa/iarha, He
caMo je3rKa Hero u boraror cedapicko- bocaHcKor Hacieha.

Kibyune peun: Cedapau, xusort u paj Jlaype [Tarno boxopeTte, jeBpejcKo-IIIMaHCKH,
N3yMHpame je3MKa.

1. Introduction

Before we start to discuss the topic of preserving the Judeo-Spanish
language, a brief history of the Spanish-Sephardic Jews should be told,
outlining the unique language that has evolved in different ways in the
different environments which they have settled, moving out in different
directions, to the greatest extent during the fifteenth and sixteenth century.
The Judeo-Spanish language is of Spanish origin. Jews of Spanish origin
adopted the Spanish language as their mother tongue. On 31% March 1492,
Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile issued a Decree offering the
Jews two choices: either to be converted to the Catholic faith, or by July 31
to depart Spanish territory. Those Jews who neither converted to Christian-
ity nor departed from Spain were executed. Those converted to Christian-
ity were called “conversos”, and they were under permanent surveillance
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by the Inquisition, their houses were searched making sure that the Jews
who stayed behind did not secretly continue with their religious practices.

Since the destruction of the Second Temple until today Jews have
maintained their identity. The most important period in the history of the
Jews on the Iberian Peninsula was the period of Arab domination-eco-
nomic and cultural development and revival of the Jewish language and
literature. The influence of Arab culture spills over into the 13" century
from Andalusia to the Christian centres, Toledo and Barcelona. In the field
of philosophy, theology and science the most prominent individuals were
Maimonides and M. ben Nahman. The Jews played an important role as
translators from Arabic to Hebrew, Latin and Romance languages (ro-
mance, ladino). As early as the 14" century anti-Semitism had taken hold
of the country and Jews were forced to convert to Christianity and practi-
tioners referred to as crypto-Jews appeared.

With the expulsion from Spain in 1492 and Portugal in 1497 Western
Europe inflicted a final blow on the Jews: Jews were expelled from England
in 1290, from France in 1394, and from numerous German cities in the mid
14™ century. By the mid 16™ century, except for some parts of Germany and
Italy there were no more Jews in Europe. Sultan Bayezid II (1481 -1512)
was a wise man and upon hearing of the expulsion of Jews from Spain,
sent out his emissaries to proclaim throughout his kingdom that Jews were
welcome in all parts of his empire. In truth, the late Ottoman Empire had no
Muslim middle class. The state authority in the Ottoman Empire was pow-
erful, its army well equipped and strong, the population was numerous but
impoverished with a small number of craftsmen, learned people (doctors,
teachers, lawyers, translators...). Bayezid II needed the Jews, because they
were learned, hard-working and capable. In the 16" century the Ottoman
Empire was at the height of its power, trade was booming thanks to the Jews
and their knowledge of languages, and by diplomacy they managed to trade
with the Christian countries, especially with Venice.

In the 16™ century the first Sephardic communities were formed in
the Balkans (Thessaloniki, Istanbul, Ferrara).Cut off from the West Euro-
pean culture and settled in the Turkish environment, decline and decadence
began to affect Sephardic culture. It was reduced to meditation and dis-
cussing the Bible and Talmud. The influence of Byzantium was far below

468



THE EFFORTS OF LAURA PAPO BOHORETA IN PRESERVING THE JUDEO-SPANISH LANGUAGE

the level of the impact of Arab culture in medieval Spain. Since continuity
between oral tradition and the written form weakened, the oral tradition in
folk language became important (Judeo-Spanish), and by the end of the
19" century it was the only available secular literature. From the prosecu-
tion and by the second half of the 19" century Sephardic schools operated
on the same principle: only male children enrolled in schools where they
learned Hebrew (translations of the scriptures from the original to Ladino),
religious education, and mathematics. High schools were religious and not
secular. Children gained religious education but not wide erudition in the
schools at that time. There were very few exceptions. Authors — rabbis
and religious teachers organized prayer books; wrote commentaries, inter-
pretations of scripture and the Old Testament. Some works were written
in Hebrew, some in Ladino, almost all in the Rashi script. Written mate-
rial was widely distributed. This material can be found in the folk poetry
in which national heroes and historical events were described, more as
mythological than as historical facts.

2. A key factor for the beginning of the decay
and extinction of Judeo-Spanish

Before we even start to discuss the topic of preserving the Judeo - Span-
ish language it is important to point out the main cause of the beginning of
its decay and extinction. In Bosnia for centuries Muslims, Orthodox Catho-
lics, Catholics and Jews (overwhelmingly Sephards) shared the same territory.
Each of these communities had autonomy in education, justice and religious
teaching. Despite having lived in the same area for considerable time periods,
these cultures and traditions did not mix and mingle. In the Sephardic com-
munities, only male members of the community attended school and commu-
nicated with members of other religious groups, women did not attend school,
they were mostly illiterate, always at home only communicating with their
neighbours, and they undertook the responsibility for storing the knowledge of
language traditions and folklore. In the private setting of a family at home they
communicated with each other exclusively in Judeo-Spanish.

In 1878 the Austro-Hungarian Empire occupied — liberated Bosnia, and
until 1918 Bosnia was under Austro — Hungarian authority. Particularly at that
time Bosnia was a backward society in cultural, educational and economic

469



Jagoda Vecerina Tomai¢

dimensions. As for Sephardic Jews, the Austro-Hungarian protectorate forced
them to integrate into society, and what was most important female children
started to attend school where lectures were given in Serbo Croatian.

Sephardic female children were allowed to mingle and mix with
children of other communities and their education was not in their mother
tongue but in the language of the local population. As a consequence they
distanced themselves from centuries of tradition, neglected the language
of their predecessors and appreciated the importance of Serbo-Croat, the
language of their education.

There is considerable ambivalence in the estimation as to whether
this education represented an opening of Bosnia to the West:

First, improvement of women’s access to education resulted in open-
ing the door for Sephardic women into the broader society, contacting peo-
ple outside their own family.

However, at the same time adverse impacts appeared, such as ne-
glect and endangerment of their native language, ignoring traditions and
values which had been preserved for more than four centuries in the Otto-
man Empire, where they had lived after being expelled from Spain.

3. Laura Papo Bohoreta

The issue was recognised by Laura Papo Bohoreta, a writer and the only
fighter for women's and human rights at that time in Bosnia, and at the same
time a strong supporter of preservation of the Judeo-Spanish language and col-
lector of folk treasures. She was a prolific writer of plays (some have only re-
cently been discovered), articles, and a monograph on Sephardic women. She
was very adamant that women should be educated, included in the workforce,
be family breadwinners, and that was an important issue at her time — between
the two wars and global economic crisis which hit Bosnia particularly hard.

All her plays and articles were written in Judeo —Spanish, apart from
her first drama Elvira, written in French, and several articles in German. It
should be noted that Bohoreta lived at the time of the intertwining of two
completely different concepts of worldview: with the annexation of Bosnia
and her native Sarajevo by the Austro Hungarian monarchy that territory
gradually changed, and she became deeply concerned for the existence of
Sephardic tradition and culture. With the extinction of their culture and
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tradition automatically their language would also become extinct. At the
same time she was aware of the importance of accepting modern views
for Sephardic women, education of women in the first place and of their
active participation in modern trends in Europe of that time. This ambiva-
lence she deftly combined and found solutions from which contemporary
linguists, educators and all those engaged in critical analyses of contempo-
rary culture would profit from through a better insight into her work.

4. The Judeo-Spanish language in early 20" century Bosnia

Judeo-Spanish is the language of the home, used by family mem-
bers. For women who did not attend school at that time it was the only
language in which they were able to express themselves, and for girls
and young women attending public schools became a second language.
However the younger generation started to ignore it, not only because the
official language at schools was Serbo — Croatian, but the young native
speakers pushed the Judeo-Spanish language to second place and were
ashamed to use it in public. What was the reason? Their illiterate mothers
and grandmothers communicated in Judeo Spanish, and young women and
girls at that time started to attend school and became educated. The situa-
tion became ridiculous: instead of nurturing that jewel, the symbol of their
survival and faith they were ashamed to use it. Many writers ascribed to this
view, for example Isak Samokovlija wrote only in the Serbian language and
was openly opposed to efforts to preserve “the language which is even not
ours”. The best example of Samokovlija's attitude toward the Sephardic lan-
guage is presented in his article “Jewish Life and its Meaning”:

...We willingly closed ourselves in the ghetto of our pseudo mother
tongue. It is not so much religion as the fault of the Spanish jargon that we
are lagging behind, and find ourselves in a time where hidden forces are
more destructive than creative.

5. Activities of Laura Papo Bohoreta focused
on preserving Judeo—Spanish

Her articles were published in the Jewish magazines printed at that
time in Sarajevo (Jewish Life, Jewish Voice... The Jewish People’s Aware-
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ness), and written exclusively in Judeo-Spanish. She placed so much effort

in all her activities on encouraging young Sephards to preserve their rare

mother tongue and value the continuity of their language in the community.
She mostly wrote plays. Why plays and not books?

a.

She was certain that direct communication with the audience
was more appealing to audiences and a better transmitter of her
message than books.

She was aware of women’s illiteracy and her books would mean
nothing to the majority of them, but as part of the audience in a
theatre they would hear her message.

Education for young Sephardic population at schools was in
Serbo-Croatian, their mother tongue regressed, became obsolete
and was replaced by Serbo Croatian.

The themes of her plays were taken from the lives of ordinary
people with specific goals to enable the audience to identify
themselves with the characters and situations presented on the
stage, she simplified the language to vocabulary to remind the
audience of the (almost forgotten) phrases, words, expressions
used in the language spoken in their families.

6. Creative ways to save Judeo-Spanish

from oblivion applied by Bohoreta

a) Simplifying the language to vocabulary understandable to the au-

dience: Ahora el amor es mas ermoso ke en el tiempo tuo! (love
today is more beautiful than in your time) — Linda Namer.

b) Writing short and simple sentences: Ves luke son lus ombres! (Do

you see what men are like) — Avia de ser (Once upon a time).

¢) Introducing many proverbs with the goal of reviving and preserv-

ing the Sephardic tradition: Pagan djustus pur pekadoris (Just
pay for the sinners), Boka serada moskas no entran (in a closed
mouth flies cannot enter), even her two plays are reconstructions
of everyday proverbs: Madrasta — el nombre le abasta (Step-
mother— the name speaks for itself), Shuegra ni de baro buena
(Mother in law even made of mud is not appreciated).

d) Dancing and singing on the stage play a special role in her plays:
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muco (Patience is Worth Gold), Tjempos pasados (Past Times),
three act plays Esterka, OZos mios (My Eyes), Elvira, Linda Na-
mer, Eskarifio (Craving), Madrasta-el nombre le abasta (Step-
mother — the word speaks for itself)...

6.1 Singing and dancing on the stage

Petar Guberina, (1913 — 2005) Croatian linguist and phonetician, in
the middle of the twentieth century insisted on the verbo-tonal and structu-
ro-global audio-visual approaches (S.G.A.V.) to foreign language teaching
and became known and appreciated globally. He opened a new window
and pointed out the primacy of oral discourse, rhythm as the bearer of
thoughts and feelings, facial expressions, body positions and movement,
intonation, rhythm, intensity and pitch, pauses and silences, speech tempo
and situation as the advantages of oral discourse over written discourse
(the importance of non lexicological means of language). Professor Gu-
berina instituted at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb a Department for
experimental and theoretical phonetics on multi-disciplinarity, multimo-
dality, affectivity and subjectivity in the study of spoken language.

Nowadays in the 21% century, teachers still use the same method in
teaching foreign languages, aware that in this way students broaden their
vocabulary, learn new phrases and whole sentences with less effort and
what is also important acquired knowledge remains stored in their memory
for longer period of time. Through songs, vocabulary and phrases are eas-
ily memorized. Bohoreta was aware of it one hundred years ago.

6.2. Plays performed on the stage serving more didactic purposes

Precisely for this reason it is no coincidence that dancing, singing
and proverbs played an important part in her one act (Avia de ser, Pas-
ensija vale muco, Tjempos pasados) through three act plays (Elvira, Ozos
mios, Shuegra ni de baro buena, Esterka, Madrasta el nombre le abasta).
I disagree with some of her biographers claiming that her main goal was to
preserve the folklore and tradition. Today we can assert as fact that her main
concern was to preserve Judeo-Spanish from the oblivion. She belonged to
a small group of intellectuals called Sephardic Circle (Kalmi Baruh, Vita
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Kajon, Eliezer Levi, Avram Pinto...) who strongly opposed the revival of a
single Hebrew language in Eretz Israel, fully aware that it would be a final
blow to Ladino, her fight to preserve the language was not unexpected.

6.3. She lived consciously, aware of the reality and translated
it into appropriate action/Eskarinio/

The ambivalence in Laura Bohoreta’s opus and activities presented
through her fervent encouragement of women to embrace education but at
the same time she in every possible way tried to preserve Judeo-Spanish
from oblivion; she was a real idealist and down to earth woman, proving by
her behaviour that an educated woman could be a breadwinner. Therefore,
she placed great emphasis on education, an important asset for women in
order to be appreciated and accepted, able to assume responsibility of sup-
porting and participating in the maintenance of a family. In her last, only
recently discovered play Eskarifio, Bohoreta elaborated on the complex
situation of the language in the society of her time and the departure of
Jews to Israel. At the very beginning of the play a mother fluently in Judeo-
Spanish addresses her daughter and her daughter’s responses are in Serbo
Croatian. Bohoreta in her play described a typical environment at the end
of the thirtieth year of the twentieth century in the Sephardic families in
Bosnia: children at that time had a passive knowledge of Judeo Spanish,
they comprehended it but lost their ability to speak and even more, became
ashamed of their mother tongue, considered their language as belonging to
“past history/something obsolete”.

Stay Here — Kedadvos aki

And it is not by chance that the mother encouraged her daughter
to learn by heart a poem by Aleksa Santi¢: “Stay Here“. I am also of the
opinion that the recently discovered play by Bohoreta Eskaririo, written
in 1937 was never performed on stage because of her opposition to the
exodus of the Jews to Israel at that time. She sent them a message “Stay

13
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KEDADVOS AQUI!
B
Quedadvos aqui! El sol de tiera azena
No kajenta komo este muestro
La komida es amarga i de lagrimas es yena }
Grande y keren i konosen
Onde no aj tu gente, ni ermana ke kon ti
reste.
II.
Ken va toar mezor de sus propias madres.
I vuestra madre es esta tiera amada.
Ecad en los pinjaskos y kampos una ozada
Onde vos aboltan aj tombas de vuestros
padres!
I11.
Komo una hermosa rama
Ke le arankan sus fizas keda sola y dura.
Ami sin vozotros esta tiera kedava sin izos
I la madre jora a su kriatura
Iv.
Aki todos vos keren y vos konosen
Aji para todos so$ deskonesidos.
Mezores son los propios pinjaskos deznudos
Ke kampos de flores onde kamino azeno
Quedatvos aki.

OSTAJTE OVDJE!
B
Ostajte ovdje!...Sunce tudeg neba,
Nece vas grijat ko Sto ovo grije;
Gorki su tamo zalogaji hljeba
Gdje svoga nema i gdje brata nije.
Al

Od svoje majke ko ¢e naci bolju?!
A majka vasa zemlja vam je ova;
Bacite pogled po krsu i polju,
Svuda su groblja vasih pradjedova.
I
Za ovu zemlju oni bjehu divi,
Uzori svijetli, $to je branit znase,
U ovoj zemlji ostanite i vi,
I za nju dajte vrelo krvi vase.
VI
Ko pusta grana, kad jesenja krila
Trgnu joj lisje i pokose ledom,
Bez vas bi majka domovina bila;
A majka place za svojijem cedom.
Y
Ne dajte suzi da joj s oka leti,
Vrat’te se njojzi u narucju sveta;
Zivite zato da moZete mrijeti
Na njenom polju gdje vas slava sreta!
JIV
Ovdje vas svako poznaje i voli,
A tamo niko poznati vas nece;
Bolji su svoji i krsevi goli
No cvijetna polja kud se tudin krece.
JIV
Ovdje vam svako bratsku ruku steze -
U tudem svijetu za vas pelen cvjeta;
Za ove krSe sve vas, sve vas veze:
Ime i jezik, bratstvo, i krv sveta,
JIIV
Ostajte ovdje!... Sunce tudeg neba
Nece vas grijat ko $to ovo grije -
Gorki su tamo zalogaji hljeba
Gdje svoga nema i gdje brata nije...
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Stay Here

Stay here!... The sun that shines in a foreign place,
Will never warm you like the sun in your own;

The bread has a bitter taste there

Where one has no one, not even a brother.

Who would find a better mother than one's own,

And your mother is this country,

Take a look upon the limestones and the field,

Everywhere are the graveyards of your great-grandfathers.

For this country they were noble giants,
Lights who knew how to defend it,

You, too, should stay in this country,
And give the fund of your blood for it.

As a deserted bough, when the autumn winds
Tear its leaves and slash it with ice;

Your motherland would be without you,

Like a mother crying for her child.

Do not let tears run down her face,

Return to it in the world’s embrace;

Live in order to be able to die

On its battlefield where glory comes to greet you!

Everybody knows and loves you here,

And nobody will recognize you there;

Even the barren limestones are better here
Than the flowers in the fields of a foreign place.

Everybody shakes your fraternal hand here —

In the foreign land, wormwood blooms for you,

For us, amongst the limestones, everything connects:
Name, language, brotherhood, and holy blood.
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Stay here!... The sun that shines in a foreign place
Will never warm you like the sun in your own -
The bread has a bitter taste there

Where one has no one, not even a brother...

7. Bohoreta’s feminism:
role of educated women in the preservation
of language and culture

During the Second World War Sephardic Jewish families were mas-
sacred by the Ustasha and fascists. Numerous important written docu-
ments, evidence of the Sephardic tradition and culture were destroyed, and
the work of Laura Papo Bohoreta was forgotten almost eradicated. Her
fight to achieve women’s equality in education made of her one of the first
Sephardic feminists in the true sense of the word: she resisted the stereo-
type of the passive “homebound” woman even when widowed unable to
support her family. We might assume that the circumstances of Bohoreta’s
life made her a fervent feminist, but this is not the case. From the very be-
ginning of her literary career she insisted on the education of women, and
by 1907 she had already translated “Mme de Girardin” from French into
Judeo —Spanish. The main characters in the book are two friends, young
girls who philosophically reflect on their future, advocate emancipation
and refuse to let others do their thinking.

Bohoreta deliberately picked up the mentioned drama for translation
(with happy ending as always). Similarly in her play discovered after her
death Linda Namer she pointed out injustices as obstacles in the lives of
poor girls preventing them from advancing in life. The drama Linda Nam-
er was written in 1919, before Bohoreta was widowed and had to take care
of her two little children. Bohoreta was determined to change the position
of young women in the society and her plays were focused on encouraging
young women to enrol at school and avoid doing the hardest and lowest
paying jobs, being dependent on their husbands, fathers or older brothers.
Her feminism was based on a positive attitude: first and foremost educa-
tion of young women, and their position and role in society. Being a good
mother, wife and a housewife should not exclude the intellectual advance-
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ment of women with the goal of attaining a position in life that would not
be discriminatory. Employment of women should not just be the result of
an emergency, but also preparation for the future, there should be no differ-
ence between male and female employment and no wage gap on the basis
of gender. Bohoreta anticipated not only as an economic imperative but
also as a socially motivated element in the formation of future generations
of women and of men, the inevitability of having to adjust to the “new
era”. Bohoreta managed not only to feed her children but also assist and be
a support to her mother, brothers and sisters thanks to her education.
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Abstract

As a result of geographic isolation, the language barrier (surrounded by local Ser-
bo-Croatian population and under Turkish rule) and the fact that the Jewish community
was educated in separate schools with no access for female children, the Judeo-Spanish
language was preserved over the centuries in its original form. When Austria-Hungary
“liberated” Bosnia (1878), Bosnia opened up to other nations, public schools with equal
access for girls and boys were established, and the official language of teaching at schools
was Serbo-Croatian. This opening of Bosnia and adoption of Western cultural achieve-
ment had a devastating effect on the native language of the Sephardic Jews. Aware of
the danger that their language would fall into oblivion, Laura Papo Bohoreta (Sarajevo,
1891-1942), insisted on preserving the Judeo-Spanish language, her main aim was rescu-
ing from decay not only the language, but also a rich Sephardic-Bosnian heritage.

Keywords: Sephards, life and work of Laura Papo Bohoreta, Judeo-Spanish, ex-
tinction of the language.
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