The Story of Jephtah’s Daughter
By Chiara da Montepulciano
And so it is written in the Good Book:

Jepthah the Giliadite was a mighty warrior.  And it came to pass that the people of Gilead were threatened by the people of Ammon.   And Jepthah the Gileadite made a vow unto the Lord.   “If thou shalt without fail deliver mine enemy into mine hands, than I shall offer up to You as a burnt offering whatsoever first cometh forth of the doors of my house to greet me”.   And it came to pass that Jepthah returned triumphant unto his house, and behold, his daughter came out to meet him with timbrels and with dances: and she was his only child. 
And she thought unto herself, Who else would come out to meet you, father?  I come as did all the women of Gilead, to greet the returning heros.  We come with timbrels, we come with songs on our lips and a dance in our step.  How did you forget this custom, father?  Why did you forget?

And it came to pass, when he saw her, that he rent his clothes, and said, Alas, my daughter! thou hast brought me very low, for I have opened my mouth unto the LORD, and I cannot go back. 
And she thought unto herself, Why such a vow, father?  why not, “I will build You a city” as Isaac did, or “I will offer my child to serve you”, as Hannah did?

Instead, she said unto him, My father, if thou hast opened thy mouth unto the LORD, do to me according to that which thou hast promised.  And she said unto her father, Let this thing be done for me: let me alone two months, that I may go up upon the mountains, and bewail my virginity, I and my female companions.  And he said, Go, and she went with her companions, and bewailed her virginity upon the mountains. And it came to pass at the end of two months, that she returned unto her father, who did with her according to his vow.  And it was a custom in Israel,  That the daughters of Israel went yearly to lament the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in a year.

And so it is done amongst the Jews in Spain,  Amongst the daughters, to go out on the Winter Solstice and bewail the daughter of Jephthah.   And so it is we would sing a song like this one:  
Lament of Jephthah’s Daughter

Abi, Abi mi Abi,

Paso noches nelando

Qu’esto en dezespero

Y tra las mis lagrimas

Eli, Eli

Lamma shachachtiti

You have forsaken me

Noone can stop my tears

Mia hermanicas

Esta noche vos rogos

La galanas estan llorando

Ah no vos vayas mas

Sisters, sisters,

Shed no tears for me

Say Kaddish for me

Porque vos esto espero

“Yitgadal ve Yitkadash, Sh’mei Raba’ah”
Translation:

Father oh father, I pass the nights sleepless. Because I am desperate, I shed these tears.

Lord, oh Lord, Why have you forsaken me?

Oh my companions, tonight I pray with you.  You women who are weeping for me, Ah, morn no more.
Sisters, oh sisters, Say you will not forget me.  Recite the Mourner’s Prayer for me; “ May His great Name grow exhalted and sanctified.”
Documentation and Explanation

The biblical text is from Judges, 11:30-41, King James Version, published in English in 1611.
The song “Lament of Jephthah’s Daughter” is by Chiara da Montepulciano (Elyse Tera), based on a traditional Ladino tune.
Kaddish (Ezekial, 38:23) can be documented as a mourner’s prayer beginning in 13th century Vienna.
Ladino, or Judeo-Spanish, was the language of the Jews of Spain and Portugal.  After the expulsion of 1492,  Judeo-Spanish became the foundation of the spoken language of the Sephardic Jews, who spread to the Balkans, Greece, Turkey, and other lands of the Ottoman Empire.  Although based on 15th c. Castilian Spanish, it includes words and expressions from Spanish, Hebrew, the Balkans, and other countries in which the Jews lived.  Judeo-Spanish was the language of the oral tradition of the songs and poetry of women, while the formal language of liturgy spoken by men was Hebrew.

The Judeo-Spanish in this song includes words and phrases in Castilian Spanish, Hebrew, English and Aramaic, and is based on a poetic style from 16th c.  Spanish-Jewish tradition.

Because of the polyglot nature of  Judeo-Spanish, I felt that including lines in English to the song would not only make it more accessible to my North American English audience, but would not be outside of the spirit of the Sephardic culture, in the same way as the Jews of Spain would have added Spanish to their Hebrew liturgy and poetry.

The tune is heavily influenced by the modal forms common in North Africa and the Middle East.
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