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Kiddush2

To any individual community, food is more than a matter of sensory stimulation. Culinary habits
are an expression of a community’s history and allure, an accumulation and expression of its
environmental influences, experiences, conventions, beliefs, aspirations, and behavior… No other
aspect of existence more closely touches and reveals a community’s life – both its everyday
routines and its periods of celebration – than food.
~ Gil Marks3
Kon vino i esperansa, todo se alkansa. [With wine and hope, anything can be achieved.]
~Sephardic proverb

For me, it all starts at the dinner table. Growing up, and still today, my family
convened every night to share a home-cooked meal and partake in discussion. There,
seated at the wooden table inherited from my grandmother, with nightly conversations
punctuated with the familiar tastes and smells of my mother’s—and occasionally,
father’s—cooking, I learned about myself, my family, my heritage, acquiring the values,
traditions, and ideas through which I see and understand the world. In other words, it was
2

Kiddush is the blessing said over wine and bread before the Sabbath or festive meals;
lighting candles during Kiddush is also customary.
3
Marks, Gil. Encyclopedia of Jewish Food. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2010. Print.;
Header image: Avey, Tori. “What Is Shabbat? - Jewish Holiday Guide.” Tori Avey. N.p.,
n.d. Web. 8 May 2016. Many of the images included in these chapters were taken by the
author on the day of her thesis defense; those images will be indicated with an
appropriate citation.
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the breeding ground for my personal, familial, and communal identities. This daily
routine instilled in me an intimate understanding of the powerful role of food in creating
and reinforcing identity through its tangible embodiment and symbolic significance, in
both an everyday sense and especially on festive occasions. It is just this personal
experience of growing up in a home life centered around food and its connective
capability—increasingly exceptional in our modern world—that has evidenced for me
Susan Starr Sered’s point that through food we can access “some of the richest, some of
the most eternal symbols in human history” (101)4. The food we eat is a metaphor: a
simultaneously tangible and symbolic medium that channels life’s greatest and most
essential meanings into understandable and consumable bites and tastes.
This work is dedicated to the exploration of the ways the gastronomic production
and culinary rituals of the Sephardic Jews5 represented and reinforced their unique
cultural identity, beginning during the Spanish Jewish Golden Age through the
Inquisition and expulsion, and into the early modern diaspora. The idea for this thesis
came about as a result of my long-term academic interests and research. The summer of
4

See: Sered, Susan Starr. Women As Ritual Experts: The Religious Lives of Elderly
Jewish Women in Jerusalem. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992. Print. For more of
Sered’s exceptional work on the importance of food, particularly as it pertains to the
identity of elderly Sepahrdic and Mizrahi women, see: “Food and Holiness: Cooking as a
Sacred Act among Middle-Eastern Jewish Women.” Anthropological Quarterly 61.3
(1988): 129. CrossRef. Web.
5
The term Sephardic refers to the descendants of those Jews that were expelled from
Spain in 1492. Also referred to as Sephardim, their name derives from the name for Spain
in the Torah: Sepharad (Obadiah 1:20). The term also refers to the Jews that inhabited the
Iberian Peninsula from as early as the 3rd century CE. They are not to be confused with
those Jewish subgroups from “Iraq, Syria, Iran, Lebanon, Yemen, and India –
communities that were not really affected by the Spanish refugees” (Twena, 16), as they
have distinct and special culinary traditions of their own that relate in unique ways to
each of their respective histories. At the same time, many of these Jewish communities
were influenced in important ways by the Sephardic diaspora, though I will leave the
exploration of that influence to another.
Gardner 6

2015, I was awarded a Tufts Summer Scholars grant to conduct an independent research
project on the ways that Sephardic cuisine demonstrated the assimilative experience of
the Sephardic Jews in five locations of their diaspora. The locations of focus were the
Ottoman Empire, Morocco, the Netherlands, Italy, and Curaçao. This project clearly
demonstrated the ways in which the culinary traditions of the Sephardim simultaneously
reflected their processes of integration into their new diasporic communities and the
maintenance of the profound connection to the Spanish homeland from which they had
been expelled. In conducting this project, however, it soon became clear that there exists
a serious scholarly lacuna regarding the critical analysis of food—which includes
ingredients, preparation methods, gastronomic rituals and culinary traditions—as a
medium of identity expression. In accordance with David Freidenreich’s point that
“because of its central role in human life and its practically infinite diversity, food…
serves as a powerful medium for the expression and transmission of culture and, more
specifically, of communal identity” (4), this thesis proposes to fill that vacuum of
scholarship by exploring through various critical perspectives, the ways culinary heritage
can communicate cultural identity.
Certainly, it is just this symbolic capacity of food that the Sephardic Rabbi Joseph
(Yosef) Caro also employed when he wrote one of the most important contributions to
Jewish spiritual thought and ritual observance, a compendium of halakhic law whose
title, Shulḥan Arukh (translated: The Set Table)6, signals the centrality of food preparation
and consumption specifically to Sephardic Jewish religious observance and cultural
6

For a concise history of the Shulḥan Arukh and an explanation of the importance Rabbi
Joseph Caro’s work to modern Jewish observance, see: Rabinowitz, Louis Isaac.
“Shulḥan Arukh.” Encyclopaedia Judaica. Ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik.
2nd ed. Vol. 18. Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007. 529–530. Print.
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identity. Gil Marks further highlights the significance of food to Jewish identity when he
asserts that
Jewish food is a dish that possesses the power to nostalgically conjure up the joy of
millions of Sabbath dinners or resounds with the memory of the myriad of ghettos,
shtetlach, and mellahs… in which for millennia Jews struggled to eke out a living and
raise their children as Jews (ix).

So much more than mere sustenance, Jewish food is laden with profound symbolic
meaning that finds its roots in the history of its people. It is the special connection
between Sephardic Jewish culture and food that I will explore in this thesis: through the
analysis of Sepahrdic culinary heritage as it changed before, during, and after the
expulsion from Spain and throughout the subsequent diaspora, the transformations in
Sephardic identity throughout this foundational period can be understood.
The Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabel, officially expelled the Sephardic
Jews from Spain in 1492. Yet long before that infamous date, even as early as the third
century CE, the Sephardic Jews formed an integral and well-established population on
the Iberian Peninsula. With the Muslim conquest of Spain beginning in 711, the
Sephardim rose through the ranks of Islamic society, becoming doctors, viziers, poets,
and important merchants who greatly contributed to the economic, social, and cultural
efflorescence of the caliphate of al-Andalus7, which, at its height, had under its control
the majority of the Iberian Peninsula. Within the Islamic Andalusi society, after the long
7

The name al-Andalus, as Beig explains, means “‘to become green at the end of the
summer’…[and] refer[s] to the territory occupied by the Muslim empire in Southern
Spain, which [at its height included] the cities of Almeria, Malaga, Cadiz, Huelva,
Seville, Cordoba, Jaen and Granada” (Beig). The valorization of intellectualism in alAndalus was imported, along with myriad agricultural cultivars, from the Umayyads’
original context of Baghdad, as Luce Lopez-Baralt affirms: “the caliphs [from] Baghdad
prized knowledge so highly above all else that the prices of [translated Greco-Roman]
manuscripts they bought were calculated by their weight in gold and silver, and they
would ransom prisoners of war with these manuscripts, so valued were they” (LopezBaralt, 8).
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periods of persecution by the Visigoths who ruled the Peninsula before the Umayyad
conquest, Jews were granted nearly complete religious freedom as dhimmis8, or protected
minorities. In this religiously tolerant climate, the Sephardic Jews experienced what is
now known as the Spanish Jewish Golden Age9, arguably considered the apex of Jewish
religious and cultural production within the greater diaspora from Jerusalem. The extent
of influence of the Islamic society on the Sephardic Jewish community cannot be
overstated, as they adopted and adapted many of the forms of cultural expression from
the flourishing, creative Andalusi society around them; yet, at the same time, the
Sephardim always maintained a sense of communal identity that differentiated them from
their Muslim neighbors as a result of their belonging to a greater diaspora. It was
esa permanente diferenciación, activa y pasiva, en el seno de una sociedad de la que
forma parte…de la que, en cierto modo, se siente distinto y que, también, de cierta
manera, le considera a su vez ajeno, [que] confiere a [la] historia [de la comunidad
sefardí] un matiz particularmente dramático (Cantera Montenegro, 1).
[this permanent distinction, active and passive, in the bosom of the society of which they
constituted a part… of the type that in some way, one feels distinct and, on a certain
level, one is also considered simultaneously alien, [that] tinges the history of the
Sephardic community with particular drama.]

Islamic influence extended even to their forms of culinary expression: the Sephardic Jews
absorbed many of the forms of food preparation, ingredients, and rituals of their Islamic
neighbors, always adapting and renovating them to fit their own culinary traditions and in
the process forming a new, distinctly Sephardic food culture. Foods like eggplant and
cilantro, brought to the Iberian Peninsula by the Umayyad caliphs from Baghdad by way
8

Dhimmis status allowed for the freedom of religious practice of certain minority social
groups, which in al-Andalus were Jews and Christians, in exchange for a governmentallyimposed poll tax.
9
As Lopez-Baralt asks: “and what of Hispanic Jews, who had lived on the Peninsula
since the time of Carthage? They prospered so greatly under the Muslim empire, both
culturally and personally, that some historians, such as Abraham Leon Sachar, are led to
suspect that they may have collaborated with the invasion of 711” (Lopez-Baralt, 20).
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of Persia and India, and flavors like sweet10 and sour11, became characteristic of the
Sephardic Jewish culinary repertoire. In al-Andalus, the Sephardim carved out a
gastronomic vocabulary of identity that was profoundly inflected with an Islamic accent,
yet simultaneously, uniquely their own.
In fact, it was the singular connection between Sephardic Jewish culture and food
that also characterized their experience during Spain’s transition into Christian control
during the Reconquista. Beginning with waves of Jewish persecution as early as 1391
with the Seville massacre, followed by the establishment of the Inquisition in 1478, and
ending with the ultimate expulsion of the Sephardic Jewish community in 1492, this
period profoundly altered the previously well-established position of the Sephardic
community in Spanish society as well as its identity. In many ways, food served to
internally express the difficult existence of Sephardic identity within this often-dangerous
transitional moment, while also being used by the newly Christian society as an
outwardly comprehensible vocabulary that signaled the Sephardim’s otherness.
Strikingly, in their justification for expelling the Sephardim in the Edict of Expulsion, the
Catholic monarchs specifically pointed to what they perceived as deleterious detriment of
Sephardic food culture, accusing the Sephardic community of
indicating to [New Christians12] the [Jewish] festivals before they occur, advising them of
what in them they are to hold and observe, carrying to them and giving to them from their
10

As Aylin Öney Tan writes in her paper “Empanadas with Turkish Delight or Borekitas
de Lokum? The Sweet-sour Journey of Sephardic Cuisine and Ladino Language”, “while
the use of honey and boiled-down grape syrup (molasses/must/defrutum) was common in
the Mediterranean from early times, the use of sugar and the fondness for sweetness
spread westward together with the Muslim culture” (342).
11
Öney Tan continues to explain that “the root of the sour taste in Jewish cuisine
definitely reached back to medieval Spain” (342).
12
As explained in the Encyclopaedia Judaica, “conversos [was a] designation used in
Christian Spain and Portugal for Moorish or Jewish converts to Christianity. It was
sometimes applied also to their descendants. Unlike the epithets Marranos, alboraycos, or
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houses unleavened bread and meats ritually slaughtered, instructing them about the things
from which they must refrain, as much in eating as in other things in order to observe
their law, and persuading them as much as they can to hold and observe the law of
Moses, convincing them that there is no other law or truth except for that one. (trans.
Peters)

The Catholic monarchs’ use of this food-based reasoning resulted from a long period,
initiated by the establishment of the Inquisition of the use of food habits as a means of
classifying unwanted non-Christian identities. The Edict, as well as the Inquisition’s
reliance on culinary evidence to build a case against perceived Judaizers, highlights the
well-entrenched Spanish Christian idea that certain culinary traditions were metonymic
for the unwanted cultural identities to which they pertained13. Somewhat ironically, this
period of ostracizing and persecuting the Sepahrdic Jewish community through their
idiosyncratic food habits, defined by the adherence to the laws of kashrut and inflected
with Andalusi Muslim culinary particularities, further cemented the profound importance
of food as a mediator of Sephardic identity. Their food was no longer simply a means of
accessing communal and religious ties among their own community, but became a means
of externally reinforced classification as well. Yet for many New Christians, the
continued preparation of Sephardic Jewish dishes helped them to preserve ties with their
secret Jewish identities. Thus, again within this period of major transition, tragedy, and
transformation of the Sephardic Jewish community, the Sephardim’s culinary traditions
played an important role in the expression of their cultural identity for the good
(community solidarity) and the bad (communal persecution).

tornadizos, the term Conversos has no derogatory implications” (Berenbaum and
Skolnik).
13
As Olivia Remie Constable eloquently explains: “by the end of the fifteenth century,
the Inquisition would look closely at food not only as a marker of cultural and religious
identity, but also for the dangers of contact over a shared dinner” (208).
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After the exile and out in the diaspora, the Sephardim’s culinary heritage became
a means through which they could navigate the complex and fairly uncomfortable
processes of communal preservation and assimilation into the new societies of their
diasporic homes. As the Sephardim attempted to re-create their communities in such
diverse locations as Morocco, the Netherlands, Curaçao, Italy, and the Ottoman Empire,
the preparation and consumption of their traditional foods enabled them to keep alive the
connection to their lost beloved homeland of al-Andalus even as they integrated into their
new societies, adapting and absorbing new ingredients, preparation techniques, and
rituals from their adopted communities. Marks further affirms that
in every location in which they settled, Jews adopted and modified local dishes, adapting
foods to their dietary laws, lifestyle, and tastes – often improving them in the process –
while symbolically sharing their traditional dishes and culinary touches with their new
neighbors (vi).

Thus, by observing the changes to their culinary traditions in those new locations of
settlement, the extent and success of Sephardic assimilation in those environs can be
effectively evaluated and measured. Even as the preparation of dishes like adafina and
borekas enabled the Sephardim to maintain the symbolic connection to their lost
homeland, by integrating and ingesting the culinary particularities of their new
communities, they literally and symbolically became a part of those cultures. In that way,
diasporic culinary repertoires of the Sephardim act as a symbolic snapshot of Sephardic
identity as it changed in that moment of diasporic experience as the specific forces of
cultural retention and assimilation influenced their identity formation. As the diaspora
splintered off into dispersed Sephardic communities, Sephardic culinary heritage and
cultural identity were greatly influenced as much by the agricultural availability in those
places as by the openness of the receiving society to the Spanish Jewish exiles. Moreover,
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as a result of this dispersion, Sephardic identity came to encompass not merely a single
narrative, but rather a multitude of experiences inflected with the tastes and smells of
myriad adopted cuisines and cultures. Thus, throughout the arc of the Sephardic diaspora,
from its Islamo-Iberian roots to its multiplicitous dispersal, the cuisine of the Sephardim
continuously serves to both influence and signify their cultural identity in all moments of
its development.
While a great deal of scholarship has already been dedicated to the history and
culture of the Sephardic Jews, very little of it deals with Sephardic culinary traditions and
even less is concerned with the expression of Sephardic identity through food. Further, no
major work has sought to track the developmental trajectory of the Sephardic diaspora
from al-Andalus, through the Inquisition and expulsion period at the end of the fifteenth
century, and into the early modern diaspora, the period of time in which the most
fundamental elements of Sephardic cuisine and identity were cemented. It is this
scholarly lacuna that I wish to fill in this thesis, using five access points through which
the greater significance of food and food culture to Sephardic identity can be holistically
understood. Both thematically and structurally this thesis, as represented by the arc of a
traditional Sephardic meal, will represent this trajectory of the Sephardic diaspora.
Though there is much more work to be done to comprehend more fully the centrality of
food to the identity expression of the Sephardic community at all points of its history, it is
this period, from around the 10th century until the end of 17th century, which is the most
foundational period of Sephardic cuisine and identity and serves as the temporal focus of
this work.
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Each chapter of this work seeks to explore and deepen the understanding of
Sephardic culinary heritage and cultural identity through a distinct lens. Beginning with a
chapter dedicated to the connections between Sephardic women, the major shapers and
transmitters of the culinary heritage, and Sephardic identity, this work then continues on
in the three subsequent chapters to apply the critical understanding of three distinct
mediums of cultural expression to expand the analysis of Sephardic culinary heritage:
those of literary production, visual arts, and semiotics. The last chapter, exploring the
experience of the smaller converso within the greater Sephardic dispersion, offers an
alternative interpretation of the ways food serves to represent Sephardic identity. A
representative Sephardic dish frames each chapter as a symbol of the thematic content of
each one. Together, the “courses” of all the chapters form the complete progression of a
traditional Sepahrdic meal, of which the reader can literally and figuratively partake. The
hope is that this intentional combination of Sephardic food’s semiotic power with its
sensual enjoyment will augment the critical analysis within this text.
As is customary in the Jewish tradition, and particularly the Sephardic culinary
tradition, each celebratory meal begins with the blessings over the wine and bread. This
action is symbolic of many of the important themes in Jewish ritual observance: gratitude
for the divine presence and for the biologically and spiritually nutritive resources it has
provided, including the grapes of the wine and the grain of the bread. At the same time,
this act of thanksgiving also functions as a moment of preparation, of the creation of a
space and context in which to receive a meal – both its sensual delights and symbolic
importance. So, too, does the introduction of this thesis function in this way: it is the
table-setting, the candle-lighting, the wine-pouring, and the bread-breaking that are so
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essential to the introductory orientation to partaking in and enjoying a Jewish meal. It is
my hope that by employing food’s communicative ability in the format of this work its
power as a medium of cultural expression, particularly in the formation and
representation of Sephardic identity, will become manifestly clear. Having set the table
and recited the blessings, let us embark on this culinary journey through the Sephardic
diaspora.
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Borekas

La mujer y la sartén en la kozina se yevan bien. [The woman and the frying pan in the kitchen get
along.]
~ Sephardic proverb
La mujer buena, la kaza vazia la aze yena. [The good woman turns the empty house into a full
one.]
~ Sephardic proverb14

In her work about the Jewish community of Istanbul in early modernity15, Minna
Rozen writes that in the Shulḥan Arukh, Joseph Caro “compares the perfect woman to the
Torah itself; she can perpetuate the body and soul of her husband – the body, by bringing
14

For more traditional Judeo-Spanish proverbs, see: Benbassat, Diego M. “Traditional
Ladino Phrases.” 2004. Web.
15
Rozen, Minna. A History of the Jewish Community in Istanbul: The Formative Years,
1453-1566. BRILL, 2010. Print.
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him sons; the soul, by bringing him peace of mind” (107). Besides being written by the
famous Sephardic rabbi, this statement, in its comparison of women to the main Jewish
religious text, underscores the centrality of women to the Jewish tradition. Yet even more
importantly, it offers an appropriate analogy for the critical culinary role of Sephardic
women. Las mujeres sefaradís have always existed as a centralizing symbol in the
Sephardic tradition, and their essential role in the continuation of Sephardic identity
through their culinary interventions cannot be overstated. Thus, in place of Caro’s
comparison of women with the Torah, I propose the boreka16 as a much more effective
symbol of female centrality to the Sephardic tradition. Indeed, as arguably the most
recognizable Sephardic food, the boreka appropriately indicates the fundamental role of
women within the Sephardic community. Not only did Sephardic women ensure the
survival of the unique Sephardic cultural identity by preparing and ritualizing Sephardic
foods brought from the Iberian Peninsula, but they also acted as critical adapters and
transmitters of Sephardic identity in the new locations of their settlement throughout the
diaspora, ensuring its continuation.
Sephardic women have always played an essential role in the maintenance of
Sephardic communal and religious identity. Though all Jewish subgroups adhere to the
matrilineal notion of the religious and cultural tradition, believing that the genetic
inheritance of Jewish ethnicity and religion occurs biologically on the maternal side,
women have always occupied a particularly special symbolic place in the Sephardic
tradition. From historical female figures who left outsize legacies, such as Doña Gracia

16

“Borekas” as Gil Marks explains, are “pastry turnover[s] [that] among…
Sephardim…have long been a sign of hospitality, comfort, and culinary capability” (62).
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Mendes Nasí17, to the exaggerated and charming mothers and wives who figure in the
oral tradition of The Folktales of Joha18, women seem to loom larger in the Sephardic
tradition than their Ashkenazi or Mizrahi counterparts as essential totems of the culture.
Even today, the proliferation of Sephardic cookbooks that are either written by women or
invoke the memory of a beloved agüela19 or tía20 attests to the centrality of women in
presiding over the continuation of culinary culture in particular. This pervasive
gynocentricity fundamental to Sephardic identity exists as a result of the centuries of
female orientation of the Sephardic community; indeed, Sephardic women have been
exerting significant influence on the tangible and symbolic contours of the Sephardic
tradition for centuries. Yet this organizing female authority does not appear in the
traditional guise of institutionalized agency. Rather, the locus of power for Sephardic
women leading up to and during the diaspora was the domestic sphere, most especially
the physical and ritualistic culinary space within the home.
This importance of women to the culinary expression of Sephardic identity finds
its roots in Islamic Spanish society. In the same way that the Sephardic community
integrated into the Andalusi social structure and adapted predominant cultural norms, in

17

Doña Gracia Mendes is arguably one of the most important Sephardic figures, besides
being an important Jewish woman, as Miriam Bodian explains, “her dramatic (indeed
melodramatic) life began in Portugal, where she was born into a Jewish family whose
members had recently been forcibly baptized. It ended in Constantinople after a career
that brought her renown as a shrewd and resourceful businesswoman, a leader of the
Sephardi diaspora, and a generous benefactor of Jewish enterprises. She became known
among her contemporaries simply as “La Señora” (Bodian). For a riveting account of her
life and many adventures, see: Roth, Cecil. Doña Gracia of the House of Nasi. Jewish
Publ. Society of America, 1977. Print.
18
See: Koén-Sarano, Matilda. Folktales of Joha, Jewish Trickster. Trans. David Herman.
Jewish Publication Society, 2010. Print.
19
Agüela in Ladino means grandmother.
20
Tía is both the Ladino and Spanish word for aunt.
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al-Andalus they also adopted Islamic norms regarding the treatment of women: in
particular, as Judith R. Baskin emphasizes, “the restrictive, over-protective attitude
toward women in Islam” (130). The extent of Sephardic integration into Andalusi society
makes it logical, then, as Baskin continues, that the Sephardim’s
social life was strongly influenced by Islamic norms…while Jewish women of
prosperous families were not literally isolated in women’s quarters as were Muslim
women of comparable social status, community norms dictated that women’s place was
in the home (103).

Though Baskin takes a particularly critical perspective of the treatment of women of all
faiths in Andalusi society21, she does effectively summarize the domestic expectations of
females at the time. An incontrovertible fact of female existence during the Middle Ages,
even in the relative progressiveness of Islamic Spain, was the centrality of the domestic
sphere to female experience. Indeed, this cultural orientation to place women within the
home resulted from Sura 13 of verse 35 in the Quran, which states that “the parable of the
Garden which the righteous are promised! – beneath it flow rivers: perpetual is the
enjoyment thereof and the shade therein: such is the End of the Righteous ...' [translation
by Abdullah Yusuf Ali]” (Ehlers). This quranic idyll served to organize the aesthetic and
architectural understanding of the home as well as the criticality of the idea of the
“domestic” in governing female behavior: that a simple exterior conceals the paradisiac
environment within. The house and the woman, interchangeable metaphors for each
other, were impelled by Islamic law to contain the essential analogy for the paradise they
both represent behind a modest exterior. For houses, this meant bare outer walls; for

21

Admittedly, Baskin’s is quite a negative, and perhaps overly Westernized, assessment
of the Islamic influence on the treatment of women in society. For a much more nuanced
revisionist take on the feminist understanding of Islamic laws pertaining to women,
particularly modesty, see: Leila Ahmed. A Quiet Revolution: The Veil’s Resurgences,
from the Middle East to America. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011.
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women it meant concealment within a veil reinforced by the confines of the private
sphere. This pervasive influence, which governed the physical organization of buildings,
also affected the ways the Sephardic community thought about and treated its female
members. Yet while it would seem that the physical confinement of women limited their
agency, within that domestic context Sephardic women directed all aspects of family and
domestic life, rearing children and keeping the home. This home-centered existence did
not mean that Sephardic women merely concerned themselves with trivial matters of the
everyday; indeed, Baskin goes on to further assert that “the evidence shows that women
were also active in economic endeavors, sometimes supporting their husbands and
families, and that some fulfilled religious leadership roles such as teaching other women
and leading them in prayer” (101). The true fact of the matter was that Sephardic women,
even though the contours of their lives were directly affected by the Islamic norms
regarding women, played a major role in directing domestic life and, in so doing,
orienting the daily experience of Sephardic Jewish identity.
The command of the culinary sphere became especially important to the
Sephardic woman’s orienting of daily life. As Susan Starr Sered writes in her brilliant
ethnography of elderly Middle Eastern Jewish women in Jerusalem, many of whom still
adhere to the same traditional gender roles followed by Sephardic women in al-Andalus,
in many cultures food is one of the few resources controlled by women. Not surprisingly,
women manipulate food for various purposes, including religious ones. This may take the
form of feeding the poor, choosing to give better or more food to certain categories of
people, observing traditional food taboos, abstaining from food, and preparing holiday
foods. The rituals of food preparation imbue with holiness the everyday domestic work of
the Middle Eastern woman (9).

Sered’s point underscores the power implicit in the traditionally appointed relationship
between women and food. In fact, her argument can be applied to the experience of
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Sephardic women in Islamic Spain, as she locates “food preparation as the quintessential
form of domestic religion” (Sered, 88). In Andalusi society, in addition to knowing how
to prepare traditional Jewish dishes, the Sephardic woman was expected to have a
working knowledge of the Mosaic laws of kashrut, the laws that govern Jewish food
consumption, even though the majority of women were illiterate. Rather than studying
the adherence to these laws, they lived it: in their daily experience of separating milk
from meat, cleaning and salting meat, and checking certain food products like eggs and
legumes for even the most minute imperfections, Sephardic women enacted Jewish law
through their daily domestic work.
More than simply creating the Jewish home, Sephardic women also became
critical culinary interpreters of the Islamic context in which the Sephardic community
lived. Historical records, like those compiled by Olivia Remie Constable, clearly
demonstrate the presence of women, both Muslim and Jewish, in local markets, buying
and selling wares as well as interacting with individuals of all faiths22. In such public and
food-oriented spaces, Sephardic women were some of the first members of the Sephardic
community to become informed about new recipes and novel ingredients, like the
eggplant or chickpeas, which the Umayyads imported to the Iberian Peninsula and which
soon became characteristic of Andalusi Sephardic cuisine. Indeed, the sheer volume
22

Clearly, though women were mostly expected to remain confined to the domestic
space, the local market was also a site considered appropriate for the frequent visits of
women, to which the sections regarding the proper conduct of men towards women attest.
These include stipulations such as that “women should not sit by the river bank in the
summer if men appear there” (Constable, 177) or that “each should keep to his own trade
and not claim any skill of which he is not an acknowledged master—especially with
women, since ignorance and error are great among them” (Constable, 177) from:
Constable, Olivia Remie. “47. The Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in Castile.”
Medieval Iberia. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997. 168–275.
Print.
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testimonies by women interrogated by the Inquisition attest to the explicitly female
control of culinary space that was cemented in the Andalusi context23. Thus, though their
presence and culinary influence are obfuscated and veiled by the public patriarchal
culture of al-Andalus, Sephardic women were undeniably the main interpreters of
Andalusi culinary conventions into the Sephardic culinary repertoire, in both their
domestic role and market-based public appearances. It is doubtless that the hands that
physically incorporated Andalusi ingredients and culture into Sephardic dishes were
female, even as the public face of the community was necessarily male. By both orienting
the domestic space in a kosher sense and actively preparing dishes that incorporated
Andalusi flavors, Sephardic women helped their families acculturate to the Islamic
society around them as well as the place of Jewish identity within it. Just as the boreka’s
outer pastry obscures the delicious, character giving filling within, Sephardic women
were concealed within the walls of their homes and limited by the norms of society, yet
they possessed true agency in their control over the culinary space of the home.
Moreover, this power of Sephardic women further served to legitimize their
unique religious experience, which often lacked the institutionalized intellectualism of
male observance. As it is for the Middle Eastern women that Sered writes about, for
Sephardic women in the caliphate “the basic building blocks of their religious world
include shopping, sorting, cooking, serving, and cleaning – tasks that are simultaneously
and inseparably essential to both physical survival and spiritual fulfillment.” (89).
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As Gitlitz et al. explain, from testimonies of women like María Sánchez and María
Gonzalez, “based on the frequency of references specifically associating them with
Iberian Jews, eggplant, greens like chard, and chickpeas, combining equally well with
meat, fish, and fowl, seem to have been defining characteristics of medieval Spanish
vegetable cuisine” (29).
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Though many of the greatest male Talmudic scholars, like Moses Maimonides, were
given a platform in the cultural efflorescence of al-Andalus to express their philosophical
perspectives and change the institutionalized observance of Judaism, “from the
perspective of… women, the fact that women prepare[d] for the [day-to-day and]
holidays mean[t] that it [was] the women who [we]re [equally] the ritual experts, the
guardians of law and tradition, the one[s] with the power to make or create, not simply to
participate” (Sered, 101). In her work, Sered emphasizes the significance of food
preparation in sacralizing female experience, which truly governs the quotidian domestic
experience around which Sephardic communal life revolved. In reality, the Sephardic
home existed as the only other fully Jewish space outside of the synagogue, governed, as
its philosophical and architectural organization was, by Islamic norms, and so existed as
an important locus of identity formation. The keeping of the private space of the home,
mostly through the cleanliness and food-based practices of kashrut, was the sole
provenance of the Sephardic woman; indeed, “kashrut raises food preparation from a task
that every woman in the world unthinkingly does in order to put food on her family’s
table to a religious ritual par excellence” (Sered, 88). Thus not only did Sephardic
women’s culinary work create a space for Jewish observance and life to take place, but it
also ensured the legitimization of female daily experience, which otherwise worked to
restrict their agency.
Yet as the position of Sephardic Jews within society changed with the
Reconquista and subsequent Inquisition, so too, did the role of women within the
Sephardic community. As Jewish identity become stigmatized and even demonized in the
years leading up to expulsion, as a result of the work of the Inquisition, the Spanish
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Jewish community was confronted with legal and practical obstacles to the observance of
their religion and enactment of their culture. As Jewish communities were ghettoized,
they were denied institutional space in which they could observe their traditions and even
express their identity in the most basic of ways. For Jewish conversos, there no longer
existed a safe public space for even the suggestion of connection to Judaism. All
Sephardim, both professing and secret Jews, were forced to turn inward, toward the
individual and domestic spheres, for the continuation of their Judaism. The home became
the locus of ritual practice; and the woman, as the archetypical keeper of that domestic
space and the culinary one within it, was converted into the focal point of Judaism’s
religious and cultural practice. Indeed, especially for Sephardic conversos, the
traditionally female ritual practices of Judaism, like kashering the home, cleaning for
holidays, and preparing traditional foods like adafina for the Sabbath and pan cenceño24
for Passover, became the few remaining viable means of engaging in Jewish ritual
practice, expressing Jewish identity, and passing it onto the next generation. Thus, the
once male-oriented symbols of normative Jewish practice on the Iberian Peninsula – the
synagogue, the rabbis, the yeshivas—were necessarily domesticated and converted into
female-oriented ones, such as candle-lighting, ritual cleaning, and food preparation. As
the place of Sephardim in Spanish society became uncertain in Spain’s transition from
Muslim to Christian rule, the role of women in keeping Sephardic identity alive,
particularly through their culinary work, became ever more essential.
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Pan cenceño, which translates literally to “thin bread,” is the Sephardic version of
matzah whose component elements consist of flour, water, and salt. It is made quickly,
directly on the oven, to prevent it from rising in accordance with the Jewish laws of
Passover.
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Indeed, as the negative Christian perception of Jews on the Iberian Peninsula
became more and more staunch, culminating in the 1492 Edict of Expulsion, the
Sephardim themselves faced a profound crisis of identity. Besides uprooting the
established Sephardic identity within the Islamic social structure, persecution and
expulsion resulted in a fundamental questioning of faith and a stark undercutting of the
established patriarchal power dynamic within the Sephardic Jewish community.
Especially in the case of the Jewish conversos, some of whom continued to linger in
Spain for even decades after the date of expulsion and maintained the secret practice of
Judaism before reclaiming their Jewish identities in the diaspora, this inversion of
institutionalized Jewish practice resulted in a deep feeling of male impotence. Renee
Levine Melammed demonstrates that “with no Jewish community available to provide
teachers, rabbis, schools, or texts, the only institution that remained more or less intact
and viable was the family…the home transformed into the one and only center of cryptoJewish life” (139), and conversa women the daily practitioners and directors within that
center. No longer able to publically direct the institutional practice of Judaism as a result
of the façade of Christianity, Sephardic converso men were relegated to a secondary role
in orienting the religion, as the domestically centered practice of women, particularly
through the preparation of traditionally Jewish foods, filled the vacuum of male
observance. As Julia R. Lieberman further underscores, “the most significant change in
crypto-Jewish families was reflected in the role of women, which became central to the
practice of Judaism, as the family – the realm of women – was the only space where
Jewish rites could be practiced” (14) and Jewish food could be prepared and eaten.
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Indeed, this maintenance of Sephardic cultural and religious identity often occurred
entirely within the female context, as
crypto-Jewish women sometimes observed Jewish rituals together with their husbands,
but often they did so without their husbands’ or children’s’ knowledge. Mothers and
grandmothers most frequently served as teachers; their concern with the past and the
future is strikingly apparent (Melammed, 140).

Melammed’s point highlights the awareness Sephardic women possessed of the
importance of their own role in maintaining and ensuring the future of Sephardic Jewish
practice25. As Inquisitorial records have shown, this awareness was manifested
particularly for crypto-Jewish women through the preparation of traditionally Jewish
foods and the adherence to the traditionally female domestic Jewish practices, such as
salting and draining the blood from meat to kasher it. By secretly recreating the tastes and
sensual experiences of Sephardic identity for their children, these mothers could ensure
the survival of their true identity: their Jewish one.
These drastic changes to the Sephardic community, besides adding a higher
imperative to biological reproduction26, transformed Sephardic women into the symbolic
ritual center of the tradition. As Sered eloquently affirms, “domestic religion is mainly
autonomous for women. Although even in the home the father is the final authority in all
matters of ritual, the mother is the one who passes on the values and motivation of
religion” (91). The Spanish Inquisition and subsequent expulsion that dispersed the
25

Melammed continues to assert that “it is precisely [the conversas’] work, which on the
whole was what is characterized as domestic work, that provided the only Jewish-style
framework for the women and their families. The time and energy that was spent on
keeping some semblance of Jewishness within the household had more significance than
ever for these daughters of Israel” (73).
26
As Ruth Lamdan explains, the importance of female reproductive added to a
reassessment of the general importance of women within the Sephardic community as
“the exiled Sephardic community was distinguished by its many expectations and the
hope for national and personal resurrection, to be realized by the establishment of a new
generation” (70).
Gardner 26

community had significant consequences on women’s place within their families and
communities and consequently imbued their culinary work with greater significance for
Sephardic identity. In the post-Inquisition and post-expulsion Sephardic crypto-Jewish
community, it was the mother who became the spiritual center of the family. The food
she prepared took on deeper meaning as “for conversos…living under the threat of the
Inquisition, Jewish food remained a socializing, unifying, spiritual, and comforting
presence” (Marks, ix), that both reinforced the connection to the Jewish community and
acted as a means of resistance to the oppressive atmosphere of Spain during the
Inquisition. Not only was that socializing presence one that manifested through female
bodies, but it was also one predicated on female memory, as “with the exile, personal
memory of the way things were done [became] an important resource [as] shared
experiences and memories create[d] a bond…between two exiles” (Davidson, 29). For
Sephardic women, because of their culinary roles, it was most often cultural artifacts like
folk songs and, importantly, recipes that were remembered27. As the preparation of food
and the keeping of the home were so intimately linked to their pre-diasporic female
experience, how they remembered to enact identity became deeply gendered, given that
remembering, like other human activities, is influenced by gender dictates, and a
difference is found between the memories of men versus women. Feminine memory
tends more toward personal memory than masculine collective memory…It is a
subversive memory and offers another type of valor (Tamar, 70).

In the uncertainty and secrecy of this transitional period for the Sephardic community,
there must have certainly been nothing more reassuring than female memory taking shape
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Pamela Dorn Sezgin emphasizes the association particularly between Sephardic
women and the continuation of Sephardic means of expression when she writes that
“Judeo-Spanish continued in certain families, nostalgically associated with memories of
dear mothers and grandmothers” (231).
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tangibly in familiar Jewish dishes. Indeed, as Janet Liebman Jacobs confirms, “through
the preservation of both oral history and ritual performance, women have been at the
center of the recovery process for modern descendants” (42), particularly through the
important ritual performance of the preparation of Jewish foods. According to Jacobs,
crypto-Jewish Sephardic women acted as “bearers of culture within a religiously
repressive environment”, particularly through Jewish culinary rituals, such as the
observance of the laws of kashrut. Thus, by engaging in the enactment of Jewish ritual
practice around the easily hidden form of food, Sephardic women simultaneously ensured
the continuation of Sephardic Jewish identity, even during a major period of religious
repression, while also centering themselves in the assurance of the tradition’s
continuation.
Out in their new homes in the diaspora, too, Sephardic women took on an
essential role as the mediators between Sephardic identity and that of the communities of
their new locations of settlement. Minna Rozen speaks to the reversion of the status of
Sephardic women in the diaspora in Istanbul, highlighting that “in the first half of the
sixteenth century, Jewish women were still European enough to go out freely with
unveiled faces” (280) yet
despite…multiple levels of differentiation [between the conventions of Sephardim and
their Romaniot counterparts], the Jews of Istanbul adopted many external characteristics
of the ruling society such as dress and status symbols. They also assimilated several
important social patterns such as the division between the inside and outside domains,
with all its repercussions in family life and the status of women (288).

Nor was this exceptional throughout other locations of the Sephardic diaspora, according
to Tirtsah Levie Bernfeld, “in Amsterdam, the position of women seemed quite similar to
that of women on the Iberian Peninsula. They were mainly confined to their homes and
families, a phenomenon influenced by Spain’s Arab heritage” (177). This reversion to
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previous domestic models had several consequences: first, that the dominant cultural
norms regarding women in the societies in which diasporic Sephardim settled exerted a
strong influence on the treatment of women within the Sephardic communities that
settled there; second, that despite this, there simultaneously existed a continuation of
Andalusi cultural norms that affected both the position of women within society and their
culinary role; and third, that even with the curtailing of female agency through the reestablishment of strict patriarchal order in Sephardic communities after the disruption of
expulsion, las mujeres sefaradís still continued to preserve and reinforce Sephardic
identity through their continued command over the culinary sphere.
Certainly, a fundamental role that Sephardic women played in the diaspora to
ensure the preservation of Sephardic cultural identity was to become the main teachers of
the subsequent generations through their culinary role. Renee Levine Melammed writes
that among the many domestic roles performed by the Sephardic woman, “a girl’s
education was the responsibility of her mother, who taught her spinning and various other
forms of domestic work” (133). Michael Molho underscores the importance of this
intergenerational female education in his accounts of the traditional Sephardic
community of Salonika as he describes the ubiquity of the image of “matrons and young
girls, sitting in the shade… whisper[ing] to each other while kneading the dough to make
delicious fideos” (256). The fact that this intergenerational transmission between female
members of the Sephardic family occurs around food signals the didactic power of food
not only as a platform to learn life’s basic skills, but also as a means to enable younger
generations to acquire the knowledge of the proper expression of their cultural identity.
Sered locates the importance of food by affirming that “a major aspect of the role of
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spiritual guardianship of one’s family is to preserve the Jewish identity of children and
grandchildren. They use traditional dishes (which their children love) to that end” (92).
By inculcating their children to the very tastes of Sephardic identity, carried from alAndalus and mixed with the novel ingredients and dishes of their new locations of
settlement, Sephardic women ensured the continuity of Sephardic identity through their
actions, both tangible and symbolic. The domestic practice of cooking and creating ritual
around food was the means by which Sephardic women became the locus of Sephardic
identity and tradition, utilizing their command of what Sered explains is the
domestic religion… [that] preserves Judaism by binding the new generation with bonds
of love and relationship, it maintains boundaries between Jew and non-Jew, transmits
traditional values, makes the individual really feel Jewish, and is passed on informally
from mother to daughter…Women, as the feeders of the hungry and the link between the
generations, tie together the Jewish people, connecting the future with the past, the
stranger with the friend, the rich with the poor, the biological kin with kin of a more
mythical nature (92-3).

Much as Sephardic women kept alive the Ladino language, weighted as it is with
Sephardic cultural significance, they enabled the transmission of Sephardic culture
through the preparation of traditional dishes. And much like the ways they incorporated
words from the languages of their adopted communities, they actively adapted and
acquired new cooking techniques, novel ingredients, and food rituals that corresponded to
the integration of the Sephardic Jewish community into their new locations of settlement.
Moreover, they fed these culinary delights to their children, transmitting not only the
sensual experience of Sephardic identity as it existed in diaspora, mixing Andalusi and
diasporic influences in a single dish, but also the symbolic meaning of those dishes.
Through this didactic culinary work, Sephardic women ensured that their descendants
would be acculturated to the proper taste of Sephardic identity aside from being able to
partake in Sephardic rituals around food and the home that provide the foundations for
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religious identity. Thus, despite the ostensible limitations on female agency, Sephardic
women continually played an active role in shaping Sephardic identity through their
culinary interventions.
Female practice of Sephardic cultural identity and religious observance localized
the holy in the everyday, ritualized the quotidian level of identity through the daily
preparation of food and the performance of culinary rituals that define Jewish identity.
While, traditionally, the male public observance of Judaism acted as the ostensible center
of the Sephardic Jewish tradition, the turmoil and profound changes wrought through the
dramatic periods of conversion, Inquisition, and expulsion robbed the Sephardic
community of that center. This was a symbolic vacuum that Sephardic women, as
preparers of traditional dishes, interpreters of new culinary innovations, and teachers of
subsequent generations filled. In so doing, these women ensured the survival of
Sephardic identity and community throughout the diaspora, aiding the integration of the
Sephardic community into their new diasporic homelands while they preserved its
Andalusi roots. Thus, it is only fitting that the most recognizably and characteristically
Sephardic food, the boreka, should symbolize the central and essential role of Sephardic
women in continuing and adapting culinary heritage and ensuring the survival of
Sephardic cultural identity. As the boreka’s characteristic essence relies on its filling, so,
too, was Sephardic identity formed, preserved, and made exceptional by the loving
culinary work of grandmothers, mothers, and aunts who constitute the tradition’s center.

Gardner 31

Almodrote

“Two of their treasures were hidden in their mouths: the taste of the food their mothers cooked,
and their mother-tongue, their language.”
~ Aylin Öney Tan28
“Proper cooking, then, is not merely a matter of balancing vitamins and minerals, but a way of
connecting with some the richest, some of the most eternal symbols in human history.”
~ Susan Starr Sered29

In “‘Truly the Ear Tests Words as the Palate Tastes Food’ (Job 12:11):
Synaesthetic Food Metaphors for the Experience of the Divine in Jewish Tradition,”
Jonathon Brumberg-Kraus highlights the symbolic value of the tongue, as “tasting, in
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Tan, Aylin Öney. “Empanadas with Turkish Delight or Borekitas de Lokum? The
Sweet-sour Journey of Sephardic Cuisine and Ladino Language”. Food and Language:
Proceedings of the Oxford Symposium on Food and Cooking 2009. Oxford Symposium,
2010. Print. Header image: Büke, Fügen. “Kabak Böreği (Almodrote de Kalavasa).”
YemekMutfak. N.p., n.d. Web. 8 May 2016.
29
Sered, Susan Starr. Women As Ritual Experts: The Religious Lives of Elderly Jewish
Women in Jerusalem. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992. Print.
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contrast to seeing and hearing, ‘involves an extremely intimate exchange between the
environment and the self, two entities that are ordinarily quite separate’” (BrumbergKraus, 45). Indeed, this intimacy of experience does not merely pertain to the exchange
between the internal and external through taste, but can also be expanded to the profound
connection between taste and language. Besides sharing an anatomical location of the
mouth, both taste and language are deeply connected to the human experience of the
surrounding world. In the case of the Sephardic Jews, this connection is even more
poignant: in many ways, the community’s linguistic development post-expulsion mirrors
the transformations of the Sephardic culinary heritage in diaspora. Even more
significantly, the metaphor of the dish of almodrote clarifies the ways in which the very
dishes of the Sephardic Jews became semiotic texts through which their unique cultural
identity could be expressed and understood.
It is well known that the cultural environment of the Andalusi caliphate greatly
influenced the intellectual and cultural development of the Sephardic community in
Spain. This development occurred largely as a result of the overwhelming tolerance and
freedom that the Sephardim were afforded as dhimmis within Islamic society, which Juan
Antonio Molina explains as a result of “el apoyo a la consolidación del asentamiento de
los musulmanes en la península [el cual] les reportó la concesión de importantes
privilegios, de forma que durante el Califato disfrutaron de plena libertad jurídica,
administrativa, y religiosa [their support of the consolidated control of the península,
{which] conceded them important privileges, to the extent that during the Caliphate they
enjoyed full juridic, administrative, and religious freedom]” (54, my translation). In a
way, this freedom, with its nearly complete assimilation of the Sephardic community into
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Islamic society, enabled the creation of a shared vocabulary of expression on all
symbolic, artistic, and cultural levels As Lopez-Baralt explains, this influence manifested
most notably on the most basic level of communication: language. The Sephardim
adapted their spoken language and vocabulary and modes of communication from the
caliphal context, as
the Arabs, as we know, had for many hundreds of years been using the holy language of
the Koranic revelation for artistic purposes; the Jews, however, had never used the
Hebrew language— their own sacred language, now for all practical purposes relegated
to the synagogue—for profane literary ends. Their titanic effort to render the language of
the Bible malleable and to bed it to the exquisite delicacies of Arabic poetry they
imitated, however, was finally victorious (Lopez-Baralt, 21).

Lopez-Baralt’s point highlights the manifold ways in which the Sephardic use of
language became metonymic for their experience in the caliphate. Their language, the
most basic form of expression and communication, was oriented by the Islamic
sociocultural norms and significations underpinning the context of the caliphate, in both
the very language of the caliphate, Arabic, and the Sephardim’s own language, Hebrew.
Certainly, the idea that Hebrew, the Biblical language, could be used to express secular
and even erotic ideas—especially through literature—became so revelatory that it
produced an entirely new genre of Sephardic authors, intellectuals, and translators among
whom count Maimonides, Yehuda HaLevi, and Samuel HaNagid ibn Nagrela. As “the
Arabic language, thanks both to [its] Persian influence and to the flexibility demanded of
it by the countless translations it was asked to render, became ornate, malleable, complex,
filled with artifice” (Lopez-Baralt, 9), its influence spilled over into the Sephardim’s very
own language and their linguistic usage. Indeed, what Olivia Remie Constable calls the
“context and cultural meaning” (203) of the Arabic language served to greatly affect the
Sephardic use of Hebrew by imbuing certain usages and meanings with a specifically
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Andalusi significance. In other words, the Sephardic semiotic field of meaning became
oriented by the Islamic cultural norms that governed expression within the caliphate, as
Juan Antonio Molina explains:
constituye la génesis de una inédita y fascinante cultura que tendría culminación y
madurez en el Califato de Abd al-Rahman III, fundado en el ecuador del siglo X
disolviendo el Emirato independiente y que sería conocido por más de cien años como
Califato de Córdoba. Sus ecos todavía se encuentran emboscados por los entresijos más
característicos de la identidad andaluza: en nuestra poesía, en nuestro cante hondo, en
nuestras fiestas populares, en nuestra arquitectura y, cómo no, en nuestra culinaria
(Molina, 39-40).
[it constituted the genesis of an unpublished and fascinating culture that would have its
culmination and maturity in the Caliphate of Abd al-Rahman III, founded halfway into
the 10th century, dissolving the independent Emirate, and that would be known for more
tan one hundred years as the Caliphate of Cordoba. Its echoes can still be found
concealed in the subtleties characteristic of Andalusian identity: in our poetry, in our
cante hondo, in our popular festivals, in our architecture, and, of course, in our cooking.]

Molina also effectively connects the Andalusi linguistic influence on the Sephardic Jews
with its simultaneous and equally significant culinary impacts, signaling the intimate
connection that existed between these two mediums of expression in the Islamic context.
His point demonstrates the shared effect of cultural context on both Sephardic linguistic
communication and culinary expression. In that way, the linguistic vicissitudes of the
Sephardic community in al-Andalus function to deepen the understanding of the extent of
Andalusi impact on their culinary expression.
In al-Andalus, the comfortable position of the Sephardic Jews within Islamic
society was signaled as much by the influence of Arabic on their own communal
language as by their use of the dominant Arabic language and the emergent Castilian
vernacular. David Wacks highlights the emotional and identificational aspect of this
linguistic assimilation, asserting that
Hebrew was by no means a vernacular language in the Middle Ages, and
the Jewish communities of Sefarad spoke Romance dialects or Andalusi Arabic. Hebrew
was, like Classical Arabic and Latin, a language of religion and learning, of speech-
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giving and reciting poetry, but not in any sense a mother tongue. It may have been used
in a limited context as a lingua franca between Jews whose vernaculars were mutually
unintelligible, but nobody was bawling for Mommy in Hebrew (78).

Wacks demonstrates that the linguistic reality of the Sephardim reflected the positive
emotional connection, and the all-encompassing cultural linkage this bond implies, to the
Andalusi context that created it. The everyday life and interactions of the Sephardim were
parsed out most frequently in the language of the Islamic ruling majority or else began
employing the Castilian dialect native to the Peninsula, while Hebrew, though technically
considered the language of the Sephardim, became almost uniquely relegated to the space
of religious observance in synagogues and poetic intervention. Even as Hebrew changed
to accommodate Arabic linguistic structure and poetic styles, for the very assimilated
Jewish community it never broke its limits of institutional use. Indeed, the use of these
non-Hebraic languages conveys the extent to which they oriented and conceptualized
Sephardic daily life in al-Andalus. Even Maimonides, arguably the most famous
Talmudic scholar of the period, wrote his famous Guide to the Perplexed in Arabic script:
though he wrote it in Hebrew for a Jewish audience, his readers were so linguistically
integrated into Andalusi culture that Arabic lettering was more readily understandable to
them than that of Hebrew. Thus, the Sephardic community, as it existed in al-Andalus
related to its identity almost exclusively in the terms of the Islamic society around them,
so deeply integrated into it did they regard themselves.
The depth of this Andalusi influence was apparent in the culinary reality of the
Sephardim as well. This can be seen clearly in the case of the central dish of this chapter:
almodrote. While the image that acts as the head of this chapter depicts a casserole,
originally almodrote was a type of sauce traditionally made by mashing together garlic,
cheese, eggs, and eggplant. The dish supports Lopez-Baralt’s assertion that “the linguistic
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vestiges of Arabic in the Spanish language are so widespread and significant that no one
can doubt or deny them” (Lopez-Baralt, 25-6), as on a basic level, these vestiges
appeared in the very names of Sephardic dishes. The word “almodrote” comes directly
“from the Arabic al-matruq ‘hammered’” (Marks, 11-2). The name of the dish not only
implies the Arabic origins of its preparation technique, by mashing together a mixture of
cheese, egg, and cooked eggplant to then be cooked further to a sauce-like consistency,
but also evidences the extent of Islamic effect on the culinary repertoire of the
Sephardim. Just as the Sephardim borrowed the ingredients and preparation methods of
this dish from their Islamic neighbors, particularly the ingredient of eggplant and the
method of mashing the mixture into a paste, they also absorbed the name nearly
completely from the Arabic. In that way, almodrote demonstrates how Sephardic food,
like their use of their Arabic language, acted as a code that drew much of its meaning and
inspiration from Arabic-Andalusi culinary expression, as the Sephardim’s “preferred
flavorings came from the Islamic tradition…[and] Islamic culinary treats such as saffron,
oranges, sugar, and almonds” (Gitlitz, 5). Moreover, just as the semiotic field of the
Sephardim reflected the deep extent of Arabic influence, so too did their food culture
express the extent of their assimilation into Islamic society, as Olivia Remie Constable
explains: “over time, however, culinary markers of religion and culture that had been
understood as separate, though related, in the thirteenth century had become fused…by
the end of the fifteenth century.” (Remie Constable, 201). The food of the Sephardic
Jews, as much as their language, was deeply inflected with an Andalusi accent: not only
did they linguistically relate to the world through language affected by Arabic, but the
Sephardim also interpreted their own cuisine with a deeply Islamic culinary vocabulary.
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In that way, the linguistic and culinary expression of the Sephardic Jews related the
precoded Islamic social relations about which Mary Douglas wrote30. Their cuisine
served to express the extent to which Sephardic identity and its expression acquired much
of its semiotic meaning from the sociocultural structure of the caliphate into which they
had so thoroughly integrated.
With the enormous sociocultural changes created by the advent of the Catholic
Reconquista came profound transformations to the Sephardic linguistic reality. As
religion shifted from Islam to Christianity, the language of society changed to that of the
new Christian leadership: from Arabic to the emergent Castilian vernacular. The shift in
the semiological landscape of Spain signaled an entirely new conception of meaning on
the Iberian Peninsula. While leading up to the Christian conquest the dominant use of
Arabic by the majority society oriented daily life and facilitated the established social
relations of the caliphate based upon Islamic cultural norms, afterward, the conquering
mindset of the Catholic monarchs strove as much to replace those conventions of
meaning linguistically as dominate them militarily. For the Sephardim, this linguistic
shift symbolically represented the concurrent change of their status within the new
Christian Spanish sociopolitical reality. Rather than employing the language of the
majority society that had accepted them nearly completely, the Sephardic community was
now forced into a sort of social code-switching: the language they employed depended on
the social and religious contexts in which they found themselves—which often could
change with a mere movement of location. For David Wacks, this uncertainty
surrounding the implications of the use of a certain language over another, and the
30

Douglas asserts “if food is treated as a code, the messages it encodes will be found in
the pattern of social relations being expressed” (36).
Gardner 38

instability of identity relative to the majority society it conveyed, created a sort of exile of
the Sephardic community even within their own homeland. Demonstrating the effect of
this linguistic shift, he highlights that
it is significant that in Christian Iberia, as opposed to al-Andalus, Sephardic poets no
longer shared a courtly poetic language with those of the dominant majority. Andalusi
Sephardic poets such as Samuel Hanagid Naghrela and Moshe ibn Ezra mastered the
Classical Arabic poetics of their time and wrote beautifully in the language. It was their
language of matters of state and secular learning (Wacks, 81).

Wacks continues by asserting
that the languages that replaced Arabic at court were not considered appropriate vehicles
for Sephardic belles lettres means that Sepahrdic literary culture in Christian Iberia was
more diasporic and looked increasingly toward the biblical linguistic past and the realities
of the Hebrew-writing present than to Andalusi models (Wacks, 83).

In other words, the Sephardic use of their language relative to the tongue of the majority
society around them, which was increasingly becoming the emergent Castilian vernacular
brought with the Catholic monarchs, belied the reality of their relationship with that
Christian majority. Instead of actively employing the language of a benevolent social
majority, as they had in al-Andalus, the Sephardic Jews now had to accept the lack of
social space for their identity through the navigation of a fractured linguistic terrain.
In that way, the way that the Sephardim used language conveyed their
contemporary position within society—or, at least in the case of pre-expulsion Christian
Spanish society, the increasing lack thereof. Here, Wack’s idea of Sephardic exile even
within the Iberian Peninsula is compelling, as he argues that
there was no question as to whether the spoken vernacular belonged to Jews or to
Christians. This was an incontrovertible fact of life in diaspora, and it is significant that
there was no Jewish diasporic vernacular, no language that Jews had brought from their
land of origin and continued to speak as a natural language at home (98).

He demonstrates how this loss of the use of the Arabic mother tongue signaled for the
Sephardim their increasing marginalization in the linguistic and cultural meaning-making
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of Christian Spain, as well as the identity this implied. Whereas during the caliphate, the
Sephardim shared and used the courtly Andalusi Arabic language as their own,
underscoring their integrated identity within the Islamic society, in Christian Spain, the
Sephardim were forced to use either the dominant vernacular to engage or revert to the
Hebrew language, that while their own, connoted a status separate from that of the
Christian majority and the ever-more-common categorization and oppression based on
religious boundaries. While Wacks sees Hebrew as “the natural meeting place of the
Andalusi and the Romance, a third space where Arabic and European poetic traditions
blend and produce new forms, new poetic repertoires, and… new poetic voice” (Wacks,
69), its renovated use as the language of Sephardic literature spoke to the lack of
linguistic and literary space for Sephardic Jews in Christian Iberian society. The Andalusi
Arabic language that was once so essential to the expression of their identity could no
longer be employed, “coincid[ing] with a shift in the role of Hebrew writing and of the
expansions of Hebrew literary practice to occupy more secular spaces left vacant by the
translation and exile in Spain” (Wacks, 101). Sephardic identity thus began to be
communicated more clearly in the terms of the “Jewish” language than the dominant
language of their contemporary Spanish society. For many poets and writers, this shift to
Hebrew usage was not without problems; yet neither did the barely-formed Castilian
vernacular, the language of the antagonistic Christian majority, sufficiently allow for the
full expression of Sephardic identity. For much of the community, as “for [the poet Sem
Tob ben Ishaq ibn] Ardutiel…the vernacular [Castilian]—whose words are meant to be
spoken (but not written)—… lack[ed] substance, while Hebrew, never a vernacular
language in Spain, [was] always written and carries the authority of biblical tradition”
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(Wacks, 121). As Wacks explains, “Hebrew was considered the language of literature
and of rhetoric, and while Castilian Jews who could write in either Roman or Hebrew
characters were more than able to write competently in their native language, Castilian
was not valued as a serious literary language in the Jewish community” (102). Sephardic
identity could no longer be related in the linguistic and cultural terms of Arabic; rather,
their linguistic straddling of the use of Hebrew and Castilian conveyed the general
precariousness of the expression of Sephardic identity. It is no wonder, then, that the
Sephardim became highly involved in the project of translation of Arabic texts into
Castilian in Christian courts, carrying on the affinity and proficiency they had displayed
for it in their involvement in translation in al-Andalus. Besides the interstitial space the
Sephardic Jews occupied between languages and the sociocultural implications of their
usage,
the great body of Alfonsine prose was translated from the Arabic, a language that, while
respected as a vehicle of prestigious learning, was not widely known at court. It was
functionally necessary to translate it into [the Castilian] vernacular in order for the texts
to be intellectually fungible (Wacks, 73).

Wacks’ point underscores the crucial element of linguistic understanding: unlike the
access they had to the shared and mutually-intelligible Arabic language of al-Andalus,
the Sephardic Jews were forced to consistently choose or mediate between languages for
their identity and place within society to be comprehensible to the Christian majority.
Truly, the need for Sephardim to choose language conveys the complex situation of their
identity within Christian Spanish society.
In the same way, the culinary reality of the Sephardim in Christian Spain reflected
this complex navigation of identity in society. The once beloved Arabic dishes that the
Sephardim adopted, made their own, and prepared became a semiotic minefield,
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signaling unwanted identity to Iberian Christian society, and Inquisitors especially.
Remie Constable explains that “we see shifts in attitude over time, and choices about
food sources that seem to have been fairly insignificant in an earlier period had become
imbued with negative meaning by the fifteenth century” (Constable, 204-5). For Jewish
conversos especially, the significational power of food could be particularly dangerous.
In much the same way that certain linguistic choices aroused suspicion around one’s
religious identity, as Lopez-Baralt shows in the case of Fray Luis, who “we should not
forget…had a perfect command of Hebrew; Fray Luis’ position as a Hebraicist in
Salamanca earned him, as we know, the distrust of many of his colleagues” (43), a
converso’s or New Christian’s culinary choices could be equally suspicious, as “by the
end of the fifteenth century, the Inquisition would look closely at food not only as a
marker of cultural and religious identity, but also for the dangers of contact over a shared
dinner” (Constable, 208). Just as “occasionally the converts would let down their
defenses a bit and compromising phrases would escape their lips” (Lopez-Baralt, 32), the
employment of certain specifically Jewish ingredients—in other words, the newly
unwanted culinary vocabulary in Christian Spain—could telegraph their Sephardic
identity to the external community. The mere presence of ingredients like eggplants
within one’s pantry acted a signal to the Inquisition of Jewish identity31. Not only that,
but Jewish rituals around food also constituted a code that could be read to dangerous
effect, as Gitlitz et al. explain “preparing a stew on Friday night for its consumption on
Saturday put [a] family at risk because it was an open announcement that the family had
31

As Gitlitz et al. explain, “the now-ubiquitous eggplant, for example, was brought to
Europe through the Peninsula, and was hardly known outside of Iberia until perhaps as
late as the seventeenth century. In thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Iberian cookbooks it
is often associated with the Muslims and Jews living on the peninsula” (xiv).
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not completely abandoned its Jewish practices” (xv). The preparation of almodrote, too,
could signal unwanted Moorish or Jewish roots: Gitlitz et al. describe an Inquisitorial
record that recounted “in Guadalupe in the 1480s, Fray Gonçalo Bringuylla was reported
to have eaten ‘eggplant with almodrote' on Friday. The witness who named the dish
responded to an inquisitor’s query by saying that he didn’t know ‘if it had cheese or
garlic in it.’” (Gitlitz et al.). Almodrote, especially, became a signifier of Sephardic
identity. As Gil Marks explains, “this trio [of eggs, cheese, and vegetables like eggplant
baked together] was so identified with the Sephardim that the Inquisition considered it as
a sign of Jewish cooking,” and therefore Sephardic identity (11-2). Much in the way that
the Christian linguistic landscape no longer allowed for the comfortable expression of
Sephardic identity, neither did the Christian interpretation of the Sephardic culinary text.
Further, the case of almodrote demonstrates the ways in which food itself became a
medium of identity expression, and a sometimes dangerous one at that, for the Sephardic
Jews. Constable asserts:
deciphering [t]his message is complicated by the fact that the meaning of food can be
ambiguous, multivalent, and changeable. At one and the same time, food can have both
positive and negative significance, or both attractive and repulsive qualities (in many
cases dependent on the culture, religion, or individual tastes of the eater or observer).
Thus, by the later medieval and early modern period, we find that Christians’ perceptions
of Muslim [and Jewish] food and food ways had become laden with multiple, and often
conflicting meanings. On the one hand, foods from the Muslim [and Jewish] world had
long been perceived as luxurious, delicious, rich, and sometimes rare…On the other
hand, as we will see, Muslim [and therefore Jewish] food ways became simultaneously
associated with hedonism, epicureanism, love of luxury, gluttony, and sinful (i.e., unChristian) behavior (202).

In just the same way as Muslim food, Jewish food began to communicate heretical
behavior in its new Christian context, aided in particular by the establishment of the
Inquisition. Thus, certain foods especially, like almodrote, that were once gastronomic
terms that telegraphed meaning within a shared Andalusi culinary vocabulary now
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became dangerous indicators of newly unacceptable identity in Christian Spain. And just
as the Sephardim began to choose the language they employed—either Hebrew or
Castilian—depending on the context, they were also careful in utilizing certain
discernable culinary meanings, because those culinary significations could further
compromise their already precarious position within Christian Spanish society. Thus, the
sauce that almodrote once was in its caliphal iteration now morphed into a more
semantically ambiguous casserole; in other words, a preparation that did not have
specifically Muslim or Jewish connotation. In the same way that the Sephardim were
aware of the ramifications of the use of certain languages for Jewish identity, so, too, did
they become acutely aware of the significations for their identity that the preparation of
certain dishes could communicate to the increasingly suspicious Christian society. Not
only did food function as a text of expression of identity for the Sephardic Jews, but it
also became a viable medium of communication in the absence of a comfortable mother
tongue.
The linguistic development of the Sephardim after their expulsion further parallels
their culinary development in the diaspora. After exile, the Sephardim carried with them
the emergent Castilian vernacular that had become the dominant language within the
community, a vestige of their rejected attempt to linguistically and culturally assimilate in
Christian Spanish society. The continuation of the use of the medieval Castilian
vernacular, while ironically connected to Christian Spanish culture, still served to
reinforce the continued connection between the Sephardic Jews and Spain, as “one may
note the retention of ansi, at a time when Spanish was discarding it for así, and its
continued use in later Judeo-Spanish (Lapesa, 254); onde used in Medieval Spanish and
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preserved in e.g., Monastir (Luria, 541); agora (1.36) preserved in Monastir agore”
(Gutwirth, 130). In the diaspora as on the Iberian Peninsula, the Sephardic use of
language symbolized the nature of their identity: the language of Ladino simultaneously
maintained the language used by the Sephardim in their previous homeland even as it
began to include new terms and meanings native to their new locations of settlement.
Wacks underscores this point when he insists that “diasporic communities construct their
identity in different ways, and language choice plays a large role in determining the
boundaries among, as well as the relationships with, the hostland, the homeland, and the
diverse communities of the larger diaspora” (97). In the case of the Sephardic Jews,
depending on their reception within their diasporic communities, their language gained a
greater or lesser number of linguistic innovations—words, phrases, and expressions. For
instance, the use of Ladino, and the absorption of certain “indigenous” signifiers, by the
Sephardim who relocated to such places as the Ottoman Empire and Curaçao especially
became very noticeable and belied their greater integration into those communities. Even
as these words infiltrated the Sephardic language signaling the integration of their
corresponding cultures into Sephardic culture, the continued employment of this
language that was specific to the Sephardic Jews reveals another facet of their diasporic
reality: exiled from their beloved homeland of al-Andalus, the Sephardim no longer
belonged there; but neither did they fully belong to their new communities, as wellreceived as they might have been. Though the terms used to express their identity began
to include and borrow the vocabulary of these new homes over time, the preservation of
their own language—Ladino in many places, but also Hakitía and Judeo-French
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elsewhere—reveals that the Sephardim who settled there never fully gave up their distinct
identity and its profound connection to their Iberian home.
Sephardic culinary heritage, too, reflected this dualistic nature of Sephardic
identity in diaspora. Just as “in Ladino, the Sephardim have a linguistic metaphor for
their peripatetic history, a rich language that speaks to an uncanny ability to preserve
one’s heritage while adapting to foreign surroundings” (Cox, 1), so too do the Sephardim
have an analogy for diasporic changes to their culinary language. The example of the
albóndiga serves to evidence this, as
the expelled Iberian Jews took their meatball [albóndiga] recipes with them to North
Africa, Italy, Turkey, and later to the Low Countries as well. On its journey the albondiga
was transformed into the Turkish or North African kefte (and forms like koofteh, kjoftes,
kiofles), the French boulette, the Syrian kibbe the Syrian kartee, and other forms and
other words (Gitlitz et al., 175).

Not only did the names of these dishes linguistically represent the changes to Sephardic
cuisine—as albondiga came to be kefte, kibbe, kartee and more, depending on the
language of the place it settled, but they also symbolize the changes wrought to the text
of Sephardic cuisine as it incorporated new regional forms of culinary expression—
including new spices, ingredients, cooking techniques, and flavors. Just as in the diaspora
medieval forms of Spanish taken from the caliphate morphed into the distinct Ladino
language, so too did almodrote morph from a sauce, as it was prepared in al-Andalus, to a
casserole, adding ingredients that were native to the regions in which the Sephardim
found themselves: notably, the Ottoman kalavasa (zucchini) replaced the especially
beloved Iberian berenjena (or berendjena in Ladino). Just as “the Sephardim of [the
Ottoman Empire] were linked together linguistically and historically[,]… their
language[,] Judeo-Spanish, [existing as] a combination mainly of Medieval Spanish, and
adoptions from Hebrew, Turkish, Serbian, Croatian, Bulgarian, French, Greek, and
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Italian.” (Zumwalt, 262), so too did Sephardic cuisine expand with borrowed ingredients
and cooking techniques from their new environs. If, what Joelle Bahloul asserts is true,
that “the gustative code aim[s] to represent…the social context in which it appears”
(Bahloul, 491), then Sephardic food came to reflect the hybrid culture it became through
diasporic intervention. Importantly, this influence was always mutual, and the culinary
language, like the cuisine itself, reflects the simultaneous influence of Sephardic cuisine
on the gastronomic habits of their diasporic communities. Indeed, especially in terms of
the culinary interaction between the Sephardic community and its new Ottoman home,
a strong facet of Jewish culture, food became a subtle, powerful, and peaceful means to
leave an imprint on other cultures as well. Culinary words and concepts infiltrated local
sayings and proverbs in both Turkish and Spanish cultures. These contributions showed
that food was an important means of interchange between the languages (Öney Tan, 343).

Even more than a means of cultural interchange, food became the text through which that
intercultural sharing could be communicated and translated. This can be seen as well in
the addition of dill, a characteristically Turkish ingredient, or oregano, a beloved flavor of
the Greeks, to the almodrote of the Ottoman Sephardic Jews. Additionally, the
preservation and use of Ladino often occurred through food itself; Sephardic mothers and
grandmothers taught their children Ladino vocabulary through sung recipes, food-related
refrains, and folktales that included traditional Sephardic foods, simultaneously
inculcating the subsequent generations to the culinary and linguistic expression of their
Sephardic identity. Thus, in the diaspora, the Sephardic Jews developed not only a
language all their own, which maintained their connection to the cultural context of alAndalus, but their culinary expression, which singularly pertained to their identity.
Moreover, this gastronomic language was virtually always connected to the spoken
language of the Sephardim, as reinforced by Sephardic women, underscoring the
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communicative power of food for Sephardic identity. In that way, the expression of
Sephardic identity relied as much on communication through food as through words.
Just as the Sephardim used language to engage with and express their unique
cultural identity, so too did they use food to express their unique cultural identity. Indeed,
analyzing the changes wrought to Sephardic cuisine in their diaspora demonstrates how
the culinary heritage of the Sephardic Jews also constituted a semiotic field for the
expression of their identity. The Sephardic experience not only emphasizes the intimate
connection between words and tastes, but also underscores the importance of both in the
translation and communication of identity over time and across cultures. Such Sephardic
dishes as almodrote tangibly demonstrate just this communicative power of food; in
preparing them and partaking in them, the Sephardic Jews could access the meanings that
reinforced and shaped their identity. In that way, flavors, just as much as or more than
linguistic phrases, can convey who we are and how we exist in the world.
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Huevos Haminados

“Diaspora cannot by its very own nature be fully known, seen or quantified, even – or especially
– by its own members. The notion of diaspora and visual culture embodies this paradox. A
diaspora cannot be seen in any traditional sense and it certainly cannot be represented from the
viewpoint of a one-point perspective.”
~ Nicholas Mirzoeff
El ojo kome mas de la boka. [The eye eats more than the mouth.]
~ Sephardic Proverb32

One of the most visually striking dishes in the Sephardic culinary repertoire is
perhaps also one of the most humble: huevos haminados, eggs slowly cooked for hours
with onion skins coloring them a deep burnished auburn. Though they are merely a
version of hardboiled eggs, their visually striking presentation, ubiquitous appearance on
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Sephardic desayuno33 tables, and potent symbolism within the Jewish tradition34
embodies the important connection between Sephardic culinary and aesthetic values.
Consequently, this unique egg preparation serves as an apt metaphor for the intersection
of visual and gastronomic culture as it pertains to Sephardic identity. Applying the
analysis of Sephardic visual culture to more thoroughly understand the development of
Sephardic culinary representation throughout the diaspora underscores several values
essential to Sephardic identity: beauty, continuity, and dignity. Understanding of the
artistic representation of Sephardic food habits, rituals, and items in conjunction with
analyzing Sephardic cuisine through an aesthetic lens emphasizes food’s power to
communicate Sephardic cultural identity throughout the diaspora.
To understand a fundamental influence on Sephardic notions of visual culture, as
in many other aspects of the culture, we must look to al-Andalus. The general emphasis
on sensuality and aesthetic pleasure meant to evoke paradise within Andalusi society
influenced all genres of expression, yet most notably stressed the importance of visual
beauty. This emphasis can be seen in the lingering architectural remains of Islamic Spain;

33

Desayuno is the traditional Shabbat morning meal of the Sephardic Jews, most
commonly consisting of pareve and dairy foods served cold, as Gil Marks explains: “on
the Sabbath, haminados cooked with onion skins are served at desayuno (brunch) with
cheese pastries, feta, and ouzo [or rakí]” (159).
34
Gil Marks explains the symbolic significance of eggs in the Jewish tradition: “in
Jewish tradition eggs are cited as the only food that becomes harder as it is cooked, while
the eggshell is noted as being, paradoxically, both resilient and fragile. Thus eggs are
symbolic of Jewish history, as well as of fertility and life and death. Hard-boiled eggs are
customarily served at all somber occasions, including the meals preceding major fasts
and a Seudat Havra’ah (the meal following a funeral). A roasted hard-boiled is used on
the Passover Seder plate to commemorate the Chagigah (festival offering) that was
presented in the temple” (171).
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sumptuous palaces such as the Alhambra35 and the Real Alcázar of Seville36 whose walls,
which are literally enrobed in poetic verse, underscore the religious and cultural premium
of beauty within Islamic society. With roots in the Quranic conception of paradise,
beauty and its perpetuation through all forms of artistic expression and cultural
production were essential cultural values in Spanish Islamic society. As with so many
other forms of expression, like literature and music, this aesthetic sensibility greatly
influenced the artistic and visual expression of the Sephardic community in both Muslim
and Christian Spain. This influence can be easily seen in such sites as the Córdoba
Synagogue, built in 1315, a direct result of the architecture and aesthetic influence of the
convivencia as the Mudéjar style in many ways symbolized the union of Christian and
Muslim artistic styles. Sephardim continually adopted and adapted forms of visual
expression from their Muslim and Christian neighbors in al-Andalus, though this
borrowing was not limited to magnificent edifices and paradisiacal landscaping alone.
Indeed, many of the forms of visual expression utilized in Andalusi society as
well as the central cultural value of beauty’s exaltation that their use represented, were

35

As Luce López-Baralt remarks, “the Alhambra, as F. Bargebuhr, Emilio Garcia
Gómez, and most recently Oleg Grabar have pointed out, is a palace which comments
upon itself in verse, for its polychromed plaster walls carry, in magnificent Arabic
calligraphy, the qasidas of Ibn Zamrak, which add their verbal images to the already
dazzling visual images experienced by the visitor to the fortress” (López-Baralt, 17). For
an excellent analysis of the connections between Islamic Spanish cultural values and
aesthetic expression, see: Lopez-Baralt, Luce. “Introduction: The Qualified Westernness
of Spain.” Islam in Spanish Literature: From the Middle Ages to the Present. Trans.
Andrew Harley. New York; Leiden; San Juan: Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1992. 1 – 44.
Print.
36
López-Baralt continues: “Writing poems across the walls of a palace was a common
practice among the Muslims of al-Andalus, and merits a study of its own. Among so
many, we must recall in particular that lovely poem by Ibn Hamdis, which adds verbal
images to the already lush polychrome painting encountered by the visitor to the palace
of al-Mubarak, today known as the Alcázar of Seville” (17).
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also reflected in Sephardic culinary techniques. Color and presentation in particular took
on a great level of symbolic significance, as each color had meanings rooted in Quranic
verse and as the strategically abundant application of saturated pigment characterized the
predominant Islamic architectural style of the time. The significance of color in
highlighting the value of beauty affected all levels of aesthetic expression. Vivian Mann’s
analysis of Biblical miniatures in Spanish haggadot37 of the period38 demonstrates that
this stressing of color’s application also influenced Spanish Jewish artistic production.
Although these haggadot date to the early fourteenth century in the kingdom of Aragón
and Castile, the cross-cultural influence of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish culture is still
clear both in the iconography and stylistic details of the haggadot, as Mann demonstrates.
Mann writes that the haggadot emphasized colors like “terracotta and ochre [which] are
the dominant colors on both works, and they appear saturated rather than shaded” (8). If
the importance of color was demonstrated by the methods of its application in the artistic
forms of the time, surely this ethos also affected the preparation and presentation of food.
Indeed, it did: in their masterwork A Drizzle of Honey: The Lives and Recipes of Spain’s
Secret Jews, Thomas Gitlitz and Linda Kay Davidson affirm the importance of color in
culinary preparation, writing in the introduction to a casserole recipe that
the reference to the white color of this casserole reminds us how medieval cooks and
diners were cognizant of color in their meals. Foods yellow, red, green, blue, and every
hue in-between glimmered from their plates and trenchers like pigments on an artist’s
palette (197)39.
37

Haggadot is the plural of haggadah, which means “‘the telling’–[it is] the book
containing the passages dealing with the theme of the Exodus recited at the Passover
seder. The reading of the Haggadah is based on the verse, ‘you shall tell your son on that
day: it is because of what the Lord did for me when I came forth out of Egypt’ (Exodus
13:8)” (Jacobs).
38
See Mann, Vivian B. “Observations on the Biblical Miniatures in Spanish Haggadot.”
IMAGES 4.1 (2010): 1–17. booksandjournals.brillonline.com. Web.
39
Gitlitz goes on to explain “the most esteemed color seems to have been white” (197).
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This dish proves not only how both the culinary and decorative arts drew from the same
expressive inspiration that had its roots in the fertile aesthetic culture of al-Andalus40, but
also that food and general artistic-architectural production shared in what Jerrilynn Dodds
et al. call a “language of forms” (2)41 that resulted from the inter-religious environment of
the caliphate. The burnt maroon of huevos haminados surely embodies this cross-cultural
sharing.
In fact, the importance of beauty and its expression in Sephardic artistic and
culinary expression resulted from the very real interaction between the Jewish, Muslim,
and Christian communities and artists in medieval Andalusi society. Mann points to the
established tradition of shared workshops among the three faiths, writing that “with this
understanding that Jewish artists and scribes worked together with Christians, it is
possible to develop the Spanish context for the appearance of the haggadot” (8). Not only
that, but we can also start to understand the context for culinary intermixing within
Islamic Spanish society. Continuing the discussion of the importance of color, Gitlitz et
al. clarifies that “perhaps imitating Arabic models, medieval Christian [and Jewish] cooks
favored certain ingredients or combinations of ingredients to achieve certain colors for
their dishes” (149). Importantly, Gitlitz’s analysis emphasizes the shared agricultural and
40

“Recently, Steven Wasserstrom, a historian of religion, developed an-other very
different approach to Jewish-Muslim interaction that refines Goitein’s notion of a
‘creative symbiosis’ connecting Jewish and Muslim cultures and societies. Wasserstrom
rediscovers the deepest significance of Goitein’s conceptualization in the ebb and flow of
structures of thought, religious ideas, and socioreligious movements Jews shared with
Muslims in the East during the formative period of Islam. That is, the social and
economic contact Goitein documented seems to produce the sorts of cultural interaction
Wasserstrom studies” (Brann, 5).
41
For more about the aesthetic and artistic intermixing in Muslim and Christian Spain see
Dodds, Jerrilynn Denise, Maria Rosa Menocal, and Abigail Krasner Balbale. The Arts of
Intimacy: Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the Making of Castilian Culture. Yale
University Press, 2008. Print.
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social reality that lent itself to the sharing and co-creation of culinary expressive forms42,
making for a visually distinctive Andalusi cuisine. For example, “green was apparently
the most commonly stressed color in Christian, Jewish, and Muslim kitchens. The
addition of combinations of mint, parsley, cilantro, and spinach—all easily cultivated in
the back-door garden—made this color relatively easy, and cheap, to attain.” (Gitlitz et
al., 149). Much as a great deal of artistic cross-influence came about as a result of shared
daily life and experience, so too did this shared context manifest in the shared culinary
expression of the three religious groups inhabiting the Peninsula. In particular, for
Sephardim this manifested symbolically in terms of the valuation of beauty, which was
concretely evidenced by the use, application, and emphasis of distinctive colors in their
food.
Just as the Reconquista of the Iberian Peninsula created a major cultural shift, so
too did the sociocultural transformations wrought by the collapse of Muslim Spain
manifest in an altered Iberian visual culture, especially as it pertained to the Sephardim.
As Felipe Pereda43 explains, the program of Catholic cultural reformation instituted by
the Inquisition targeted the aesthetic expression and representation of unwanted
communities: “after the resistance of some of the conversos to these disciplinary
42

Interestingly, apropos of the ways that huevos haminados symbolize the intersections
between Sephardic culinary and visual cultures, a major reason eggs became such an
ingrained element of the Sephardic culinary repertoire was precisely because of the
reality of their abundance, to which Gil Marks speaks when he writes that “in Arab
Spain…chickens maintained their widespread popularity during the early medieval
period…Sephardim had a plentiful and relatively inexpensive supply of chicken eggs;
even the poor ate them on a regular basis” (169). This plenitude of eggs could also
symbolize the diffusion throughout all levels and groups within Andalusi society of the
value and importance of beauty in all things.
43
Pereda, Felipe. “Through a Glass Darkly: Paths to Salvation in Spanish Painting at the
Outset of the Inquisition.” Judaism and Christian Art: Aesthetic Anxieties from the
Catacombs to colonialism (2011): 263 – 290. Print.
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measures [of the missionary campaign], the increasing importance of sacred images in
private and public devotion was the subject of a polemic with the religious authorities”
(Pereda, 264). Pereda further demonstrates how devotional Christian images were usually
intended to visually reinforce Christian identity on the perceivedly wayward conversos,
externally influencing Sephardic visual culture through enforced exposure. Mann also
emphasizes the effect of Spanish Christian visual culture on Sephardic Jews and New
Christians by pointing out that
the works that were installed in public spaces such as the Valencia portal and church as
frescoes were available as models for those creating miniatures for haggadot. Jews are
known to have frequented churches when forced to hear conversionist sermons, or
attended on their own out of interest in intellectual discourse (17).

Interestingly, even while these new visual forms were being both forcibly and voluntarily
incorporated into the Sephardic visual repertoire, their inclusion merely reflected the
more general aesthetic norms of the Reconquista. A critical element of the Catholic
monarchs’ cultural project to “castellanizar and cristianizar” (which in Spanish means to
“Castilianize and Christianize”) was its aesthetic reformation project whose purpose was
to visually underscore the cultural conversionist project of the Catholic monarchs44. Thus,
mosques and synagogues were converted into churches, and Muslim and Jewish aesthetic
details were transformed and reappropriated to reflect the now more acceptable Christian
notions of visual culture. Pereda highlights that an important aspect of this renovated,
Christian visual culture was the concurrent reordering of the terms with which art was
44

Indeed, this cultural cleansing project had a clear impact on the tangible realities of art
production businesses, which were often spaces that brought individuals of all religions
together in a professional context. These businesses were most likely perceived by the
Catholic monarchs and the Inquisitorial committee as major sites of ideological
contamination for that very reason, and so, as Pereda explains, greatly affected their
make-up and output; “it is certainly not a coincidence that just a few months after the
edict was announced, a drastic reconfiguration of the local painters’ market was begun”
(Pereda 264).
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valued; he writes that “we know from the detailed record of his intellectual adversary, the
Queen’s confessor, that one of the main targets of attack in the diatribe was the idolatrous
belief that ‘old’ images had more power—more virtue is the precise word that she seems
to have used—than new ones” (265). Just as the Christianizing project of the Catholic
monarchs did away with all vestiges of the “contaminated” culture of non-Christians—a
culture which was now prohibited and also perceived as a negative influence on the large
number of New Christians who were just barely passing in Christian society, it also
sought to discard any artwork or forms of visual representation that ostensibly subscribed
to non-Christian values or stylistic detail. Thus, Pereda’s explanation of the supposed
“virtue” of a painting’s age—which in the contemporaneous moment, the older a work
was, the more reliably pure it was considered—reveals a great deal about the shifting
cultural perception of visual culture in Christian Spain, from the prioritization of beauty
and sensuality to that of religious and cultural dominance. In fact, in the new reality of
Inquisition Spain, that particular emphasis on beauty had become associated with the
“deleterious” observance of New Christians and the unwanted influence of Sephardic
identity.
Yet within this same period, the Sephardic community also stressed the
importance of time as a theme within their art; but rather than bringing out the virtue of
the past to justify Christian cultural dominance, it served to emphasize a sense of
communal continuity. Analyzing the same haggadot from 14th century Christian Spain as
Vivian Mann, Sarit Shalev-Eyni contends that
presenting a continuous sequence between Biblical times and the present-day existence of
Catalonian Jewry as an alternative to this Christian historicist version was also the
method adopted by the designers of our haggadot. The cycles deny the Christian
distinction between biblical and post-biblical Jews by visually asserting a continuity
between the Bible and the Iudaei moderni as they celebrate the biblical feast of
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redemption. According to this visual sequence, the contemporary Jews are the true
followers of the glorious biblical past, a link in a chain that has never been broken (48).

In the face of an increasingly anti-Jewish society, Shalev-Eyni shows that Sephardim
visually represented the continuity between their communal past and lived present
through scenes of Spanish Jewish daily life. By so doing in their artistic production, the
Sephardic Jewish community, as well as the New Christian community, could reinforce
their own collective legitimacy even during a period of externally enforced artistic
production of selected images. Moreover, by invoking this value of continuity in texts
that were specifically for Jewish holiday use, notably for Passover, arguably the most
important holiday of Jewish identity, these haggadot and the images within them were
tangible and symbolic signs of resistance to the oppressive Christianizing efforts of the
Inquisition. It is even more notable that within the context of these haggadot, the pictorial
representation of food and culinary images reveal the authentic gastronomic customs of
the community in that moment, as Shalev-Eyni indicates:
analysis of these scenes may enable us to reconstruct some aspects of Jewish daily life
during the season of Passover in medieval Aragón and Catalonia, the geo-cultural area
where most of the Sephardic haggadot were produced. The illustrations show various
tasks involved in the preparation of the feast, such as purifying dishes, cleaning the house
and searching for the leaven... They also show the different stages of the ritual performed
on Passover eve, such as the recitation of the haggadah text, the drinking of wine, the
eating of the mazzot (unleavened bread), or the hiding of the afikoman (a piece of mazza
hidden at the start of the Seder and eaten at the end of the meal) (24).

The inclusion of these food-related images infuses these culinary rituals with greater
significance; besides referring to the present condition and customs of the Sephardic
community in the preparation of their Passover seder, the representations of food and
culinary traditions within the haggadot elevate these otherwise mundane food-related
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tasks – cleaning, cooking, the seder45 (fig. 1) – to a location of central importance to the
conception of Jewish identity, within both the greater Jewish tradition and within the
particular context of the Jewish community in Christian Spain. In these haggadot,
Sephardic artists creating work for their own community could actively resist the
conversionist tendencies of Christian Spain by invoking a visual vocabulary of food
images that evoked the continuity between the contemporary Sephardic community and
the greater Jewish tradition.

45

The website myJewishlearning.com offers a concise definition of the Passover seder:
“the Passover seder (meaning order) is probably the most celebrated and beloved of
Jewish home rituals. Most Jews have cherished memories of past family times spent at a
seder. It is believed that the obligation to tell the story of the Exodus was observed by
Jews’ ancestors ever since the actual Exodus itself. The scriptural command (Exodus
13:8) to tell the story of the exodus to our children is interpreted as a positive
commandment (mitzvah)” (My Jewish Learning).
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Figure 1. Preparation for the Seder. Golden Haggadah, fol. 15r.

These representations, while also prioritizing the visual depiction of time,
contrasted the intentions of the contemporary Christian aesthetic agenda: rather than
delegitimizing Jewish experience by showing present life, these images visually and
symbolically validated contemporary Sephardic life in relating it to a greater primary
tradition. At the same time, this served as a means of resistance to the oppression of
Christian Spain. The haggadot not only tell us what and how the contemporary
Sephardim ate through their food imagery, but also affirmed the centrality of food to an
understanding of Jewish continuity and legitimacy by linking up the collective past with
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the lived present. Shalev-Eyni highlights one such culinary custom revealed particularly
by the Rylands haggadah (fig. 2), writing that
in some places eating a roasted lamb on Passover was a common and accepted custom.
Some Sephardic communities, including that of the designers of the Rylands and Brother
Haggadot as well as of other Sephardic examples probably belonged to this category. It
seems, therefore, that the image of the Paschal lamb in the two Haggadot refers
simultaneously to the biblical past and the Sephardic present. The designers of the
Rylands and Brother manuscripts seem to deliberately blur the distinctions between the
biblical scene and their own ceremony by merging the two and creating a seamless
sequence of past and present (34-5).

Figure 2. The Paschal lamb/Celebrating the Seder, Rylands Haggadah, fol. 19v.
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Even as these food symbols, in this case that of the lamb signal temporal and communal
continuity as a value important to Sephardic identity, they also draw attention to food’s
ability to visually represent resistance. By reinforcing the aesthetic link with the past,
Sephardim could also glean reassurance of their cultural identity through its visual
fortification particularly during the Jewish holiday most symbolically significant to
Jewish identity. Indeed, these haggadot reveal the community’s own understanding of the
necessity and importance of its own visual culture. In this case, by invoking the value of
continuity through food symbolism, the Sephardic community reasserted its collective
identity even in the face of the threat of mass conversion and the Inquisition. In that way,
food symbols became a visual vocabulary not only of continuity, but also of resistance.
Not only was this value of continuity as a means of coherence and resistance
represented through the actual depiction of food in such specifically Jewish works as
haggadot, but it also emphasized the critical symbolic role of food in maintaining
Sephardic identity through this difficult moment. Preparing a certain repertoire of dishes,
particularly those for Passover, or engaging in certain food rituals, such as the adherence
to the laws of kashrut, visually telegraphed communal togetherness and, in so doing, also
conveyed Sephardic resistance to the Christian Spanish cultural project. This form of
culinary protest worked even immediately following exile. Just as “manuscripts were
virtually the only artistic genre that the Jews of Spain were allowed to carry with them
into exile…all works in precious metals were confiscated; even synagogue textiles woven
or embroidered with silver and gold were seized and burned to extract their bullion”
(Mann, 1-2), the Sephardic culinary repertoire became one of the most portable,
reproducible pieces of Sephardic visual culture and identity. Further, possessing works
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with the artistic representation of both ceremonial foods and food-based rituals enabled
their continuation, most especially for the generations of New Christians who had
become disconnected from the communal and institutional practice of Judaism. In this
moment of profound subversion and oppression of the Jewish faith and its expression, the
preparation of Sephardic dishes served as a tangible, observable outlet for the
manifestation of Jewish identity. In the same way that Joelle Bahloul observes that the
pot, in which daily and ritual meals are cooked, “semantically represents both a history
book and the core body of the culture of the self” (Bahloul, 495) for the French Algerian
Jewish community about which she writes, huevos haminados physically embody and
visually convey the significance of aesthetic continuity to the Sephardic value of the
endurance of community from Moses to the present. This endurance was a means not
only of reinforcing Sephardic Jewish identity by emphasizing its continuity within the
context of the greater, and pre-Christian, Jewish tradition, but also of using that to
legitimize Jewish experience and resist conversionist tendencies in a visual display of
identity.
Out in the diaspora, however, this fairly unified representation of food-related
images, as well as the value it conveyed, became as fractured and multiplicitous as the
newly established communities of Sephardim across the Mediterranean and the rest of
Europe. Without a unifying homeland or overarching culture—be it Muslim or
Christian—Sephardic artistic production and visual vocabulary, particularly pertaining to
food, transformed to reflect the new diversity of Sephardic settlements and communities,
as well as identities in the diaspora. At the same time, this new existential and physical
state of the Sephardic community placed great importance on the overarching Sephardic
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value of presentation. Nicholas Mirzoeff’s understanding of diasporic visual culture can
be applied to the changes wrought to Sephardic visual culture in the diaspora. As he
explains,
the diasporic visual image is necessarily intertextual, in that the spectator needs to bring
extratextual information to bear on what is seen within the frame in order to make full
sense of it. However, in the visual image, intertextuality is not simply a matter of
interlocking texts but of interacting and interdependent modes of visuality that I shall call
intervisuality. From a particular starting point, a diasporic image can create multiple
visual and intellectual associations both within and beyond the intent of the producer of
that image (7).

It is just this idea of “multiple visual and intellectual associations” that captures the
essence of artistic representation of the Sephardim in their diaspora, while also explaining
the newly important positioning of their food culture as a medium of aesthetic expression.
Uprooted from their beloved homeland, the Sephardim were forced to integrate into new
communities, ultimately assimilating the overarching cultural norms in the process—
particularly, those of visual and aesthetic representation. Yet rather than manifesting
through artistic representation within the Sephardic community, this integrative process
was depicted in the artistic production of the societies that received them. Writing of the
Sephardic community in Amsterdam, Samantha Baskind demonstrates that non-Jewish
artists depicted the Sephardic Jewish reality in those places. For instance, Baskind notes
that Picart Du Bosc’s work,
‘L’Examen du Levain,’ the search for the leaven, illustrates a well-dressed Sephardic
family cleaning their home in anticipation of Passover. An ambiguous genre-like image,
the print offers the group as a family first, and performers of a religious ritual second –
which would likely not even be discernable without the print’s caption. This approach is
akin to several additional etchings in the Jewish suite, which represent comfortable
scenes of Jewish family life (8).
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Figure 3. Du Bosc, Picart. L’examen du Levain. 1733. Etching. College of Charleston Libraries,
Charleston.

The ever-so-subtle visual prioritization of the Sephardic family’s identification as a
family is notable. First, it demonstrates the positive external perception of the Sephardic
community, simultaneously aesthetically underscoring a positive association between
Sephardic Jews, the community of Amsterdam, and the etching’s viewer. Secondly, this
painting visually associates the civilized ways of Sephardic Jews specifically with foodGardner 64

based ritual, in this case the search and disposal of leaven in preparation for Passover. As
Baskind demonstrates, we can understand the favorable perception of the Sephardic
community by the Christian Amsterdam society as it corresponded with the actual
assimilative experience of the Sephardim there. She asserts that “it [was their] tendency
toward assimilation… that made the Portuguese [Sephardim] a favored subject for artists
of the period who pictured the Jew in the here and now, not as a faraway biblical Other”
(Baskind, 5). It is notable, particularly in the case of Picart’s etching, that the presentation
of Sephardim as a refined part of the Amsterdam community is specifically evoked
through the portrayal of their food practices. Even though, in the case of Picart’s work,
these food-centered rituals pertain to a holiday specific to the Jewish community, Picart,
a non-Jew, does not depict them as strange or uncouth. Rather, it is the emphasis on the
presentation of their food practices that reinforces their gentility in relation to the
dominant Dutch society.
The analysis of this representation of the Sephardim highlights the importance of
the value of presentation to Sephardic identity, both in its internal creation and
reinforcement and in the external perception of the community. John M. Efron concisely
summarizes that “where[as] Ashkenazim were hunched, ugly, unkempt, unruly, petty
traders, middlemen, or Hasidic rebbes, the Sephardim walked upright, were beautiful,
immaculately dressed, manicured, and coiffed, and were respected international
merchants or worldly intellectual giants” (53). Baskind situates this in the context of
artistic production in sixteenth-century Amsterdam, emphasizing the comparison between
the Sephardic Jews and their Ashkenazic co-religionists in the portrayal of Sephardic
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identity within Dutch society. Honing in on the comparative representation of the two
Jewish communities by two famous Dutch artists, Baskin writes that
living among the Jews, Rembrandt used the image of the Ashkenazi as a means of
portraying ancient, pious types from centuries long ago. In contrast, Luyken, while
striving for authenticity as well, delineated Sephardic Jews who appeared more like
Dutch Gentiles, even though the German Jews were much more conspicuous in their
dress and practices, and would therefore be easier to render. The flavor of Otherness so
appealing and authentic to Rembrandt did not appeal to the documentarian Luyken,
whose prints pictured the Jew current in his day (Baskind, 6).

In contrast to the depictions of their Ashkenazic co-religionists as other, the presentation
of the Sephardic Jews as refined contemporaries within the dominant Christian society of
Amsterdam reflects the ease of their integration into that community, as did their
smoothly changing food traditions46. Even within the artistic portrayal of the two
communities by the same artist, as in the case of Picart’s series of etchings, Baskind
points out that in reality and in their depiction, “differences of language, culture,
manners, and religious rites separated the two groups, and Picart’s only parallel study of
the two traditions illuminates how marked these divisions were, even [and perhaps,
especially] to an outsider” (9). The representation of Sephardic food preparation and
presentation in particular becomes a visual trope critical in the concretization of the
distinction between the Ashkenazi and Sephardic communities of Amsterdam: it
associated a more refined treatment of food with Sephardic identity, internally and
externally linking the Sephardic community with aesthetic refinement in all aspects of

46

Perhaps this point is best proven by the example of the Dutch-Sephardic cookie,
literally named for the Sephardic Jews who created it, Joodse boterkoeke. As Gil Marks
explains, “in the years following the expulsion from Spain and forced conversion of
Portuguese Jews, the Netherlands became a haven for beset Sephardim and Conversos.
Sephardim in Holland more commonly baked at home, merging their Moorish-influenced
Iberian fare with the local Scandinavian cuisine. Instead of olive oil, they used the butter
found in great quantity in Dutch cookery to create small rich morsels, still called Joodse
Boterkoeke (Jewish butter cookie) in Holland” (67).
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their culture, most importantly their food. It also enables the modern viewer to
understand the importance of presentation to Sephardic identity, especially how this value
influenced not only the personal representation of the Sephardim, but also created a
profound impact on the orientation of their food culture.
Even more important than this external representation of the Sephardic
community in connection with its food, however, was the internal importance of food as a
means of visual expression within the community. Within the communities of the
Sephardic diaspora, food itself, in its preparation and orchestrated presentation, became a
viable means of aesthetic expression of Sephardic identity. In the absence of an effective
means of visual expression that was engendered by the geographical and spiritual
fracturing of diaspora, especially considering the already “aniconic image of Judaism”
(Cohen 1) that lacked a unifying and shared iconography, food and its presentation
became readily accessible mediums of visual culture. The preparation and presentation of
food linked up diasporic Sephardic communities in a greater chain of food-based
representation, as culinary “images offer[ed] a way of imposing an imaginary coherence
on the experience of dispersal and fragmentation, which is the history of all enforced
diasporas” (Hall, 23). Through accessing a shared form of culinary expression, whose
presentation would telegraph meaning to other members of the same community, the
dispersed Sephardic community could begin to aesthetically remedy the real and psychic
fragmentation and disruption of diaspora.
Yet their changing culinary traditions also demonstrate Stuart Hall’s apt point that
“cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being.’”
(Hall, 23). Gil Marks illustrates how the Sephardim frequently and successfully mixed
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their methods of cookery gained from their Andalusi context with the new techniques of
culinary presentation gleaned in their new locations of settlement, notably with the
example of eggs:
medieval Sephardim used eggs (huevos in Ladino) in prodigious amounts and typically in
complex and varied ways. A cook’s egg dishes were a demonstration of culinary ability
and those who executed them well were praised and told that they had manos del oro
(hands of gold). Sephardim developed a highly advanced egg cookery, including huevos
haminados (long-cooked eggs), fritadas (omelets), agristada (egg-lemon sauce), huevos
de Haman (purim pastry with hard-boiled eggs), pan esponjado (sponge cake), egg
matzas, and a host of casseroles and baked goods. Egg dishes could be eaten at breakfast,
at dinner, or as part of a light lunch, accompanied by salads. Following the expulsion in
1492, the Sephardim spread these dishes throughout the Mediterranean, where
subsequently each area added local touches” (Marks, 169).

In fact, the changing Sephardic culinary heritage that Marks illustrates in his examples of
Sephardic egg cookery in diasporic communities symbolically conveys the fragmentary
nature of identity within diaspora. Through the incorporation of new gastronomic
expressive vocabularies, gleaned from diasporic homes, Sephardic culinary expression—
egg cookery especially—visually evidenced the multiplicitous and distinct culinary forms
that corresponded to each diasporic group of Sephardim. The real changes wrought to
their culinary traditions embodying Hall’s point that “as well as the many points of
similarity, there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which constitute
‘what we really are’; or rather – since history has intervened – ‘what we have become’”
(23). By simultaneously absorbing and adapting local methods of food preparation and
ingredients into their own established repertoire of dishes, the Sephardim embody
Mirzoeff’s point that “from the fragments of the past-present – that is to say, double
consciousness – Bhabha sees the creation of multiple diaspora futures, futures forged
from memory and experience but not dependent on them” (7). For Sephardim, this double
awareness manifested in the real preparation of their food and its visual symbolism. By
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creating new foods that were a combination of long-held culinary values, like that of
presentation47, with novel ingredients, preparation techniques, or rituals native to the new
areas of settlement, Sephardim in each of their new communities created varied but also
profoundly Sephardic culinary “futures,” in other words, culinary traditions48. Thus, we
can view the tangible act of preparing and presenting food as a visually enacted solution
to the problem that Hall highlights of
identity [which] is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps instead of
thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices
then represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a ‘production’ which is never
complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside representation
(21).

The culinary traditions of diasporic communities served to visually represent the
grappling with this issue of identity and its portrayal in diaspora. By preparing dishes that
integrated the culinary forms of their new locations of settlement, the Sephardim could
attempt to representationally constitute their changing identities in moment of exile.
Thus, the visual reality of these dishes, as they were prepared and presented, serves to
reflect the Sephardic experience in diaspora and elucidate a deeper understanding of their
identity in that moment – between being and becoming, as it was internally reinforced
and externally presented.

47

Gitlitz contextualizes this tendency towards the elaborate and elegant presentation of
themselves and their dishes within the influence of Andalusi Islamic culture embodied by
“another of the several dishes that the thirteenth-century Al-Andalus cookbook labels as
‘Jewish’… this eggplant, which is stuffed with spiced meat from a leg of lamb. This
recipe is a good example of the importance of aroma as well as visual presentations of a
dish at an Arabic table” (203).
48

This was not always uncomfortable: “difference, therefore, persists – in and alongside
continuity” (Hall, 25).
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Through the analysis of the visual representation of food in relation to the
Sephardic community as well as the application of theories of visual analysis to
Sephardic culinary traditions, the values of beauty, continuity, and presentation emerge as
central Sephardic identity in the diaspora. Not only are these values represented in
Sephardic visual culture, but they also become essential to understanding the expression
of Sephardic communal identity through their food traditions. The connections between
Sephardic culinary and visual cultures, in that way, help to further elucidate the ways in
which food can be an expressive medium of identity, as the visually arresting huevo
haminado physically symbolizes. This particular dish, with all the values of Sephardic
identity that it embodies, demonstrate that in terms of identity, the eye constitutes a
critical part of both its palette and its palate.
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Keftes de Prasa

“Authentic poetry, like magic, possesses the mysterious power to move us at a distance, and even
to cause physiological alterations in us.”
~Luce Lopez-Baralt49

There is a tangible permanence to literary production that does not necessarily
exist for any other form of cultural production. The words of poetry and prose, captured
on the page, can live on much longer than can the ephemeral fleetingness of a song that is
sung or a sight that is viewed. Yet through the continued preparation of certain dishes and
recipes, culinary production can also gain a sort of permanence, especially as their
reproduction serves to reinforce cultural identity. Before the expulsion, the Sephardic
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Jews had formed an important and prolific part of al-Andalus’ literary and intellectual
elite, producing secular poetry, political and philosophical treatises, and exquisite
translations of Classical Greek, Roman, and Arabic texts into Hebrew and the emergent
Castilian vernacular. Upon expulsion, the Sephardim carried this literary affinity with
them, and through exploring the use of food symbolism in Sephardic literary production
both on the Peninsula and out in the diaspora, we can more clearly comprehend the
multiple layers of significance and meaning of food to Sephardic cultural identity.
Sephardic Jews on the Iberian Peninsula before the expulsion of 1492 employed
food symbolism for their own purposes of cultural awareness and identification. In
particular, the basis for its characterization as the Spanish Jewish Golden Age resulted
from the productivity and excellence of Sephardic poets and authors of the period as
Jewish literary production reached one of its apexes. Most of the work of these Sephardic
writers strove to emulate in both Hebrew and Arabic the secular, sensual Arabic poetry
that was popular in the caliphal courts of which the Sephardim were a well-established
and well-regarded part. The Sephardic Jews applied the lessons learned from their Arabic
speaking contemporaries in their own poetry and use of biblical, scholarly Hebrew as a
poetic, expressive medium, borrowing literary structures and metaphors to relate their
own themes even as they composed in the predominant language of the caliphate.
Sephardic poets were particularly inspired by the food-related metaphors and imagery of
their Arabic-speaking counterparts. For instance, in Judah Halevi’s poem “My Heart is in
the East”, the experience of living in the beauty and abundance of al-Andalus is related
through the sensual metaphor of taste:
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My heart is in the East and I am at the
edge of the West. Then how can I taste
what I eat, how can I enjoy it? How
can I fulfill my vows and pledges
while Zion is in the domain of Edom,
and I am in the bonds of Arabia? It
would be easy for me to leave behind
all the good things of Spain; it would
be glorious to see the dust of the
ruined Shrine. (trans. Scheindlin)

It is notable that this poem, arguably the most famous Jewish Golden Age poet, relates
the understanding of his position in diaspora through the metaphor of taste. His plaintive
question, “then how can I taste what I eat, how can I enjoy it?” (lines 2-3) highlights his
diasporic longing by comparing it to the lack of this fundamental sensual experience. In
that way, this feeling of living in exile is related in gustative terms, thus linking the
understanding of Sephardic identity as a diasporic one to the sensual experience of taste.
It is also worth noting that many poets of this moment, rather than explicitly
mentioning foods and culinary traditions specific to Judaism, employ more universal
gastronomic metaphors. Mentions of items like wine and fruit signal to the reader the
luxurious life lived by these poets, who were often belonged to higher social classes and
were well-ensconced in the caliphal court, as well as reflect the degree of Sephardic
culinary and more general cultural assimilation within the caliphate’s Muslim society.
These more universal food-related symbols underscore the shared readership of these
works, evoking through foods common to the tables of all three faiths the shared
prosperity and cultural touchstone of Andalusi society. Indeed, the gastronomic images
that these poems use highlight the high quality of life and enjoyment during the
convivencia, as evidenced in the third and fourth stanzas of Moses Ibn Ezra’s explicitly
erotic “Caress a lovely woman’s breast,” in which he zealously employs food
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metaphorical imagery to express the parallel pleasure of partaking in a meal and in the
sexual act:
Immerse your heart in pleasure and in joy,
And by the bank a bottle drink of wine,
And enjoy the swallow’s chirp and viol’s whine.
Laugh, dance, and stamp your feet upon the floor!
Get drunk, and knock at dawn on some girl’s door.
This is the joy of life, so take your due.
You too deserve a portion of the Ram
Of Consecration, like your people’s chiefs.
To suck the juice of lips do not be shy,
But take what’s rightly yours—the breast and thigh! (trans. Scheindlin)

Aside from effectively expressing his voracious sexual appetite, Ibn Ezra’s employment
of food-based metaphor in conjunction with the Biblical reference to the Ram Of
Consecration serves to link Jewish identity to the sensuous enjoyment of corporeal
pleasure – a surprising, scandalous turn in the constant redefining of specifically
Sephardic and more generally Jewish identity. In fact, it was the intellectual and literary
atmosphere of al-Andalus that enabled such a collapsing of identity with expressive
forms. Raymond P. Scheindlin succinctly expresses the revelatory nature of this work,
explaining that within it Ibn Ezra
transforms the biblical account of the consecration of priests into a secular fantasy of
induction into a radically different elite. The ‘breast and thigh’ of the poem are not the
portion of the biblical priests, but rather of ‘your people’s chiefs’—the courtier class, the
privileged devotees of beauty, of which Ibn Ezra was a most articulate member” (95).

Scheindlin’s point can be applied to the food metaphor Ibn Ezra employs in the poem: the
use of sensuous imagery localized in the symbols of wine and the “juice of lips”
underscores Ibn Ezra’s understanding of his own place in society as a member of the
intellectual elite, while also expressing to the reader the freedom of religious and secular
expression of the Sephardim within Andalusi society and the extent of their integration
into that society. Ibn Ezra’s work expresses his full identification and self-value as a
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member of Andalusi society, as they were mediated through items of a shared culinary
culture.
In fact, this literary assimilation of Andalusi values also manifested in the food of
the Sephardim. Much in the way the Sephardim adapted the predominant literary forms
and poetic structures of the Arabic literature of the period, so too did they adapt the
ingredients and methods of culinary preparation that were characteristic of Islamic
Andalusi cuisine. A prime example of this exists in the form of a kefte de prasa, a leek
fritter. The Sephardim adapted the method of frying simple batters and doughs in olive
oil, for which the Muslim population of al-Andalus had a great affinity, yet also added to
it their own distinctively Sephardic spin through the inclusion of leeks in the batter.
Leeks were regarded as particularly Sephardic. As Gil Marks explains “among
Sephardim… the leek was consistently the single most important vegetable; it was used
solo or combined with other vegetables in soups, stews, casseroles, patties, and savory
pastries” (358). Just as the Sephardim borrowed and innovated upon Arabic poetic
structures in their Hebrew words and metaphors, so too did they adapt Islamic
gastronomic frameworks, complementing them with their own particular ingredients and
flavors or partaking in them for specifically Jewish food rituals. Luce Lopez-Baralt
asserts that “there was not a single Arabic poetic genre that was not imitated” by Hebrew
poets, and so it was also with Arabo-Islamic culinary forms: the Sephardim readily
adopted and adapted many of the dishes and culinary innovations of al-Andalus, in the
process making them their own and using them to create distinctly Sephardic dishes. In
their culinary output as much as in their literary production, the Sephardim employed the
metaphors and structures of the Islamic society into which they were integrated.

Gardner 75

As with most other forms of Sephardic cultural expression, once the power
balance of the Iberian Peninsula shifted with the Catholic conquest, so too did the way
literature represented the Sephardic experience. Rather than remaining integrated into the
social and cultural production of Christian Spain as they had been in al-Andalus, the
Sephardic Jews began to be singled out through literature. The external literary portrayal
of the Sephardim began to emphasize their newly unwelcome status in Christian Spanish
society, especially as a result of the mass conversions of Spanish Jewry. Lopez-Baralt
explains that this period fundamentally oriented
Spanish literature, [which] from its birth at the dawn of the Middle Ages, grew and came
to maturity within this extraordinary and very peculiar socio-historical context, and from
the Renaissance onward this literature was in large measure in the hands of these
persecuted converts, who to complicate the matter even further were, at least from the
religious point of view, only half assimilated to the Christianity they purported to espouse
(35).50

In fact, Christian authors stressed this otherness almost exclusively through food and
culinary metaphor or through the relation of Jews to food. The general representation of
Jews in early medieval Spanish literature, as related through both culinary and non-foodrelated metaphors, tended toward the negative – which reflected the generally negative
sentiments of Catholic Spaniards towards their Sephardic neighbors starting even
centuries before the expulsion from the Peninsula. While this may seem surprising,
Dwayne Carpenter writes that
given that Jews, Muslims, and Christians shared Iberian soil for nearly seven centuries –
Jewish-Christian relations go back even further, at least to the third century CE – it is not
surprising to discover that each group sought to portray the other two in accordance with
its own religious traditions and in response to contemporary political demands
(61).

50

Lopez-Baralt also aptly remarks that “no one has yet sufficiently underscored the fact
that all the literature of Spain in the Siglo de Oro was censored” (35).
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Thus, it is not surprising that a central trope of medieval Christian Spanish literature was
the negative portrayal of Jews and Muslims alike. Indeed, as Carpenter further asserts,
“the ubiquitous occurrence of the indictment in medieval literature indicates that Jewish
guilt for the death of Jesus was a given for Christians, an item so common in the
repertoire of anti-Jewish expression that it required neither elaboration [n]or emphasis”
(Carpenter, 63). Edna Aizenberg stresses through her analysis of one of the major works
of Siglo de Oro Spanish literature, Poema del Mío Cid, that
the way in which medieval Christian tradition, especially popular tradition saw the Jew
cannot be ignored. In the hundred years surrounding the time of the PMC’s [Poema del
Mío Cid] composition the negative-satanic image of the Jew, an image which made him a
perfect stock character for (comic) malignment was known and transmitted and Spain so
that the audience and poet, influenced by the magico-mythical world view, brought this
mental set to the poem and thus the impact of the Raquel and Vidas episode was probably
heightened in a way that it could not be for us (480-1).

In other words, the negative literary portrayal of Jews by Christian Spaniards was a
given, such that common references to Jews, such as through their food, were wellknown and Jews could be easily identified – often as inferior – particularly through their
food choices. The Jewish avoidance of non-kosher meat, pork especially, became a wellknown comedic and satiric trope in much Christian literature at the time51 as LopezBaralt explains in the context of Miguel de Cervantes’ Quijote. Indeed, Christian Spanish
authors, and often converso authors, related the identity of their Jewish or Muslim
characters almost exclusively through their food choices, as Lopez-Baralt summarizes:
“Cervantes begins the Quixote by giving us an inventory of his protagonist’s diet: this is a
literary rarity which can only be explained when we realize that Quixote—and of course
Cervantes—lived in a country obsessed by stigmatized foods.” (Lopez-Baralt, 37). In a
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As Manuel Espadas Burgos writes, “la literatura española reúne multitud de sátiras
hacia la tocinofobia de los conversos.” (Espadas Burgos, 557)
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way, these markers of identity were the only tangible means of expressing cultural
identity, both being so stigmatized by the actions of the Inquisition and being perhaps the
clearest marker of difference after nearly seven centuries of shared culture in the
emergent Spanish Christian society, which was becoming ever more hostile to nonChristian identities.
Even as Sephardic Jewish identity was negatively depicted by Christian—and
even converso—authors through gastronomic terms, the Sephardim also employed foodbased metaphor in their literary self-representation. As David Wacks explains,
the transition from Muslim to Christian society was a significant one for Sephardic poets,
as it meant that their poetics was no longer an extension of the dominant literary culture.
While Andalusi Hebrew poetry was a close second to Andalusi Arabic poetry, the
Hebrew poetry of Christian Iberia was far more distant linguistically and artistically from
the poetries performed at the courts of Christian monarchs. The linguistic distance of
Sephardic poetic production from that of the sovereign majority heightened the sense of
living in diaspora (Wacks, 82).

As these Sephardic writers came to understand their secondary place in Spanish Christian
society, their use of gastronomic metaphor was affected by its more malicious use by
Christian authors, reflecting their less secure position in this more clearly anti-Jewish
society52. This can be seen clearly in the poetry of the 14th century poet Sem Tob ben
Ishaq ibn Ardutiel (also known as Sem Tob de Carrión), particularly in his famous
Proverbios Morales (Eng. translation: Moral Proverbs). Ardutiel employs a wine
metaphor reminiscent of his Spanish Jewish Golden Age predecessor, Ibn Ezra, but its
use serves a much different purpose: to offer a moralistic teaching that de-emphasizes the
difference between Jews and Christians. In his poem, he advises that
52

Dangler emphasizes how even the literary tendencies of early modern Spain reflected
the divisive nature of contemporary society, as “more specifically, the distinction
between the cancionero poem and its medieval antecedents illustrates the change that
took place in the forging of medieval alterity with the early modern effort to divide
instead of to synthesize contrasting things” (67).
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Por nasçer en el espino,
Non val la rosa çierto
Menos, nin el buen vyno
Por naçer en el sarmiento

For being born on the thornbush, the
rose is certainly not worth less, nor is
good wine, if taken from the lesser
branches of the vine.

Non val el açor
menos por nasçer de mal nido,
Nin los enxemplos bueno
Por los dezir judio (ed. Del Río).

Nor is the hawk worth less, if born in a
poor nest; nor are good proverbs [of less
value] if spoken by a Jew (trans. Perry).

Ardutiel’s use of a lightly pleading tone and the changed use of a similar wine metaphor
demonstrates the distinct cultural context in which he and his contemporary Sephardic
community found themselves. Rather than speaking to a shared literary and cultural
context through the use of the viticultural reference to the “good wine” (line 3),
Ardutiel’s valuation of “lesser branches of the vine” (line 4) speaks to the divided social
context in which he wrote, revealing his desire to “demonstrate the contingency of
difference, that is, the dependence of different things not for the expulsion of one element
but for their mutual existence” (Dangler, 71). The use of the wine metaphor, and its
relation in the same poem to the perception of the Jew, is also significant for its multiple
connotations, which could not have escaped the contemporary reader, Jewish or
Christian. First, the wine acts as a shared analogy whose symbolic meaning accessible to
readers of all three Abrahamic faiths who partook in the consumption of wine. Further,
Ardutiel’s comparison through wine acts as a reference, albeit perhaps a subtle one, to the
sensuous wine poetry that was highly popular during the time of the caliphate53; Ardutiel
might have employed this metaphor with that context of intercultural tolerance in mind.
Even more significantly, the wine metaphor underscores Ardutiel’s essential message
53

This admiration of wine came about as a result of caliphal courtly culture; for instance,
“Al-Mu’tamid of Seville, whom we have already mentioned, ordered that the jars and
flagons of sparkling wine he offered the guests at his court be accompanied by ingenious
descriptive and ‘explanatory’ poems” (Lopez-Baralt, 18).
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about the status of Jews relative to the Christian society that surrounded them: Spanish
Jews and Christians hailed from the same cultural milieu, much as two vines from the
same bush can make equally delicious wine, a notion to which the contemporary
ostracizing of the Jewish community in Christian Spain was antithetical54. Similarly,
Marks writes that “keftes are often a tasty excuse to use up leftovers, such as cooked fish
or mashed potatoes (keftes de patatas)” and they symbolize a point very similar to that of
Ardutiel: though they are made using the leftover, or “lesser” remainders of a meal, they
constitute an equally delicious dish. The Jews, though never the majority in society, still
formed an essential and productive part of it, and their use of gastronomic metaphor, as
well as their literature more generally, worked to remind the Christian society of this
importance.
This dialectic between the Sephardic Jews and the Spanish majority society,
whether Christian or Muslim, became particularly clear in the literary works of conversos
of the time. A prime example of this exists in the form of El Retrato de La Lozana
Andaluza, picaresque novel-play written by Francisco Delicado and published in 152855.
Delicado, a supposed converso, relocated from Spain to Rome in 1492, never to return,
supporting the conviction of many that he was a converso himself. The main character of
his Retrato, known alternately as Aldonza or La Lozana, is well-known to be of converso
descent, which, interestingly, is evidenced through her many references to non-Christian
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As TA Perry asserts, “it must be stressed, against parochial inclinations of whatever
persuasion, that [Sem Tob] attributes vileness not to the Jewish or non-Jewish condition,
but rather to one aspect of the human condition” (67).
55
It is notable also that La Lozana Andaluza preceded the publication of what is
considered the prototype picaresque novel La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes y de sus
fortunas y adversidades, which was published in 1554, by several decades, adding
canonical significance to the work besides its cultural importance.
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Andalusian food. Many scholars have weighed in on the debate of whether La Lozana is
a converso of Muslim or Jewish extraction; Manuel Espadas Burgos has perhaps been the
most adamant about classifying La Lozana as a Muslim conversa, or morisca, stating that
“en conclusión, parece que la Lozana sea una morisca y sus costumbres y hábitos
alimentarios están dentro del mundo hispanomusulmán [in conclusión, it seems that the
Lozana appears to be a morisca and her customs and alimentary habits fit within the
Spanish-Muslim world]” (Espadas Burgos, 545). Though Espadas Burgos does concede
the possibility that La Lozana, “tratándose de una judeoconversa [appears to be a Judeoconversa],” he does not seem convinced of her potential Jewish background and is
hesitant to affirm her Jewish heritage, justifying it by writing that “la comunidad judía de
las ciudades andaluzas estuviese totalmente absorbida en sus forma de alimentación por
la cocina musulmana [the Jewish community of Andalusian cities in their dietary
formation were completely absorbed by Muslim cookery]” (Espadas Burgos, 545).
Though Espadas Burgos effectively supports his conviction of La Lozana’s Muslim
identity, her Jewish converso identity seems more likely, especially considering that
Delicado himself probably “perteneciera a una familia de judíos conversos [pertained to a
family of Jewish converts]” (Damiani, 11) and resettled in Rome after leaving Spain,
where there was a diverse and vibrant Jewish community to which many Sephardic exiles
made their way. This exposure would also help to explain his fairly intimate knowledge
of Jewish customs, both culinary and otherwise, evidenced in textual references and a
possible implicit intention to express La Lozana’s Judeo-conversa identity, for in so
doing he could project his own lived experience through her. Augusta Foley affirms that
Delicado’s
familiarity with the lives and customs of the Spanish Jews living in Rome during
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the sixteenth century becomes very evident as the work progresses. One is
strongly inclined to agree with Vlanoa’s thesis that Delicado came from a
converso family, especially in view of the nostalgic allusions to the coexistence of
Christians and Jews in Rome” (16),

and even further, his intimate knowledge of the dishes of Spanish Jewry that points to his
own Jewish heritage and understanding of cultural identity expressed through culinary
means. While it would be convenient to concede to the argument of Espadas Burgos, his
analysis neglects certain moments that clearly distinguish La Lozana’s Judeo-conversa
identity, notably as expressed through gastronomic metaphors. Indeed, the fact that a
converso, whose culinary references were well-understood by his contemporary audience
is especially notable: it both reveals the author’s converso identity and serves to reinforce
in real-life the anxiety of Jewish existence in Christian Spain that Sem Tob expressed in
his poetry.
One scene that alludes most clearly to the Lozana’s judeoconversa identity occurs
very early on in the novel-play, in the second Mamotreto, when, after her mother’s
untimely death, she seeks the aid of her aunt in Sevilla. The process of identifying
Aldonza, as she is called at this point in the novel, by her aunt and Aldonza’s own means
of self-identification are expressed in gastronomic terms:
LOZANA. ¿Yo señora? Pues más parezco a mi agüela que a mi señora madre, y por amor
de mi agüela me llamaron a mí Aldonza, y si esta mi agüela vivía, sabía yo más que no
sé, que ella me mostró guisar, que en su poder deprendí hacer fideos, empanadillas,
alcuzcuzu con garbanzos, arroz entero, seco, graso, albondiguillas redondas y apretadas
con culantro verde, que se conocían las que yo hacía entre ciento. Mirá, señora tía, que su
padre de mi padre decía: ‘¡Estás son de mano de mi hija Aldonza!’ Pues ¿adobado no
hacía? Sobre que cuantos traperos había en la cal de la Heria querían provallo, y máxime
cuando era un buen pecho de carnero. Y ¡que miel! Pensá señora, que la teníamos de
Adamuz, y zafrán de Peñafiel y lo mejor del Andalucía venía en casa d’esta mi agüela.
Sabía hacer hojuelas, prestiños, rosquillas de alfajor, textones de cañamones y de ajonjolí,
nuégados, xopaipas, hojaldres, hormigos tocidos con aceite, talvinas, zahinas y nabos sin
tocino y con comino; col murciana con alcaravea, y ‘holla reposada no la comía tal
ninguna barba’. Pues boronía ¿no sabía hacer?: ¡por maravilla! Y su agico y cominico, y
saborcico de vinagre, ésta hacía yo sin que me la vezasen. Rellenos, cuajarejos de
cabritos, pepitorias y cabrito apedreado con limón ceutí. Y cazuelas de pescado cecial
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con oruga, y cazuelas moriscas por maravilla, y de otros pescados que sería luengo de
contar. Letuarios de arrope para en casa, y con miel para presentar, como eran de
membrillos, de cantueso, de uvas, de berenjenas, de nueces y de la flor del nogal, para
tiempo de peste; de orégano y hierbabuena, para quien pierde el apetito. Pues ¿ollas en
tiempo de ayuno? Éstas y las otras ponía yo tanta hemencia en ellas, que sobrepujaba a
Platina, De voluptatibus, y Apicio Romano, De re coquinaria, y decía esta madre a mi
madre: ‘Hija Aldonza, la holla sin cebolla es boda sin tamborín’. (ed. Damiani, 38-9)

The importance of food in determining and defining the Lozana’s identity is manifold:
first, her stories of her grandmother’s – agüela56 – culinary prowess that she has learned
and inherited, solidify her as a relative of the aunt to whom she speaks, both genetically
and in terms of familial culinary culture. Second, through the mention of dishes like the
“cazuelas moriscas [Moorish casseroles]” and “col murciana [Murcian cabbage]”,
Aldonza certifies her identity as an Andalusian Spaniard. These levels of identification
serve to both prove her relation to her aunt, which is essential for her survival as a
homeless and penniless orphan, and express to the reader her can-do, optimistic
personality; cultural background (Southern Spain); intelligence, with her encyclopedic
memory and knowledge of two cookbooks and so many recipes; and, perhaps most
importantly for Delicado’s didactic purposes, asserts her moral caliber in the face of an
audience existing in a cultural context obsessed with cultural purity. Most importantly,
her analogies, communicated exclusively in gastronomic terms, locates La Lozana’s
converso identity in relation to her mostly converso and Christian readers.
Yet even more significantly, this scene serves to reveal and underscore the
Lozana’s non-Christian heritage, cementing her specifically Jewish heritage. This can be
evidenced in the mention of dishes that, though they came about as a result of the long
cultural and culinary exposure that the Sephardic Jews experienced during their residence
in Spain, particularly the South from whence Aldonza hails, were traditionally associated
56

Ladino and medieval Spanish for grandmother.
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with Jews. The “fideos [thin noodles]”, “alcuzcuzu con garbanzos [couscous with
chickpeas]”, “cazuela de berejenas [eggplant casserole]”, and “letuarios de arrope…como
eran de membrillo [jellied grape must…as if they were made of quince]57” (ed. Damiani,
38-9) that Aldonza mentions are all foods that were traditionally associated with the
Spanish Jews in Muslim, and even more profoundly, in Christian Spain. In particular her
description of the “albondiguillas redondas y apretadas [pressed and round meatballs]” is
notable, because, as Gil Marks explains “albondigas were enthusiastically adopted by
Sephardim, becoming a long-standing mainstay of their cuisine…walnut-sized meatballs,
quicker and easier to prepare than tiny ones, eventually emerged as the most common”
(10). Relating this to the central recipe of this chapter, keftes are a type of squished ball—
“albondigas apretadas”—similar to those that Aldonza mentions. Further, the fact that
Delicado employs this culinary reference as well as that of “nabos sin tocino” (my
emphasis) in the Lozana’s monologue becomes particularly poignant taking into
consideration Marks’ point that
after the Christian conquest of Spain, albondigas along with adafina were considered to
be characteristic Jewish foods. During the Inquisition, the authorities would occasionally
force Conversos to eat meatballs made with pork or stews containing pork to test is they
were still keeping kosher. Refusal to eat the pork led to arrest, and often death (10).

Delicado was surely aware of the cultural connotations of the meatballs and other foods
La Lozana mentions, as well as the reaction their mention would generate in his mostly
Christian – both Old and New – audience. Even as these culinary references served to
define the Lozana to her contemporary audience, they could also provide a means of
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Interestingly, according to Pilar González Augusto, letuario de membrillo was a
specifically Sephardic dessert, which makes the reference all the more compelling in
indicating La Lozana’s Sephardic identity. See: Augusto, Pilar González. “Memoria de
Sefarad: Letuario de Membrillo.” Memoria de Sefarad. N.p., 25 Oct. 2013. Web. 25 May
2016.
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connection between her fictive journey and the real-life struggles of many of the
conversos who saw this play or read the text, whose culinary references enabled them to
understand a level of implied meaning that Delicado’s Old Christian readers could not58.
And just as these gastronomic references served to situate Aldonza’s Jewish identity in
relation to her audience, so too did the preparation of dishes like keftes de prasa
communicate Sephardic identity in relation to Christian society. In that way, literature
served to mirror the actual experience of the Sephardic Jews in this transitional moment.
A later episode further highlights the power of this food symbolism, not only in
asserting the Lozana’s Jewish identity, but also in acting as a connector between her and
others in a shared cultural identity. This occurs in the eighth Mamotreto, as the Lozana
attempts to join in with the other Lavanderas (Washerwomen), who are Spanish Jews
relocated to Rome, asking them “Señoras, ¿en qué habláis, por mi vida? [Ladies, for my
life, what are you talking about?]” (ed. Damiani, 53). Their response is revealing:
TERESA. En que, para mañana, querríamos hacer unos hormigos torcidos.
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This is remarkably similar to what Lopez-Baralt writes about El Quijote: “the case of
Aldonza Lorenzo is fun to decode: the Moorish translator of Cide Hamete Benengeli’s
Arabic manuscript—that is, of the Quixote itself—laughs out loud when he reads that
‘this Dulcinea del Toboso…they say she had the best hand at salting pork of all the
women of La Mancha’ (1,9). The joke is not very funny unless we decipher it: Dulcinea,
to begin with, is a high-sounding name apparently pretty much out of place in the grubby
little town in La Mancha (Toboso) that Cervantes gives her as a birthplace. In the second
place, Toboso was a town made up mainly of converted Moors, and thus Dulcinea’s
name is associated with ‘unclean blood,’ and rendered doubly humorous. We are surely
meant to understand it all, then, to mean something like ‘Dulcinea of the Moorish town,’
or ‘Moorish Dulcinea.’ And to top it all off, Dulcinea salts pork, desperately taking on
that Christian employment no doubt in order to hide her (scorned) Moorish origins. Thus
it is that the Moorish translator of the Quixote, a crypto-Muslim able to translate the text
of Quixote from Arabic at a time when that language was utterly forbidden in Spain,
laughs so heartily (and probably at the same time bitterly): he must have seen his own
situation reflected in Dulcinea’s dissimulations, and it hardly takes any stretch of the
imagination to conclude that he is also laughing at himself and his society” (37).
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LOZANA. ¿Y tenéis cilantro verde? Pues dejá hacer a quien, de un puño de buena harina
y tanto aceite, si lo teneis bueno, os hará una almofía llena, que no los olvidéis aunque
muráis.
BEATRIZ. Prima, ansí gocéis, que no son de perder. Tosa cosa es bueno probar, cuanto
más, pues que es de tan Buena maestro, que, como dicen: ‘la que sabe las tañe’. (Port u
vida, que es de nostris!). (ed. Damiani, 53)

It is notable that the Spanish Jewish women recognize the Lozana as one of their own
only after a culinary reference, to what Luce Lopez-Baralt explains is “a regional recipe
consisting mostly of bread crumbs… with oil, and not water in the ‘Christian’ manner”
(Lopez-Baralt, 38) which seems to serve as sufficient proof of a shared Jewish heritage
and identity among them59. This is one of the exchanges which, as she explains “will
escape the reader who is not ‘in on the secret’” (Lopez Baralt, 38); that is, whoever is not
of Jewish or crypto-Jewish heritage. Suffice it to say, food acts as a significant and
multivalenced medium through which La Lozana’s hidden Jewish identity could be
expressed; this fact clues us in to the importance of food as a method of identity
communication in this transitional moment of the 1492 expulsion and the few decades
immediately after that infamous date. It is that communicative power that the Sepahrdim
must have employed whenever they prepared their keftes, which coincidentally include
breadcrumbs and olive oil, two characteristically Sephardic ingredients, in their
preparation. Just as these literary references to food served to signal the true identity of
crypto-Jews to their readers, dishes like keftes de prasa acted as texts that connected and
revealed pertinence to the Sephardic community, albeit subtly.
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The use of olive oil was particularly associated with half-hearted Jewish converts, as
Gitlitz et al. explain: “a second source is a chronicler contemporary to the Spanish
expulsion, Andrés Bernáldez, who in his virulent hatred of the Jews and Jewish culture
details several Jewish culinary habits which he found particularly disgusting, such as
frying meat in olive oil” (12).
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Out in the diaspora, the role of food symbolism in Sephardic literary production
shifted along with the dispersal of the Sephardic community. Whereas on the Iberian
Peninsula, especially after the Catholic conquest and establishment of the Inquisition,
Jewish and non-Jewish writers used gastronomic metaphors to single out Jews by
characterizing their otherness or, more kindly, their uniqueness, in culinary terms, in their
new diasporic locations of settlement, these metaphors served to express the Sephardim’s
changing identity as it corresponded to their new diasporic communities. In other words,
these food metaphors express the dynamism inherent to diasporic identity and the
complexities of the processes of simultaneously retaining cultural coherence and
integrating into new communities. A poem called “La Adafina,” that comes from El-Kesr
el Kebir in Morocco, where many Sephardic expellees relocated just before and during
expulsion, expresses just this aspect of identity retention within this diasporic dualism,
and, as the title suggests, does so explicitly through food:
Al-lal le anduviera
guiando la Adafina -- ¡negra le fuera!
L’ahad de manyana – al soco fuera
una vaca tan grande – Al-lal trujera.
El lunes de manyana – al soco fuera,
un almud de garbanzo – Al-lal trujera.
El martes de manyana – al soco fuera
un quintal de patata – Al-lal trujera.
El miércoles por la manyana – al soco fuera,
siento y medio de huevos – Al-lal trujera.
El jueves de manyana – jemís se fuera
una oya tan grande – Al-lal trujera.
Y el viernes, la manyana – a esnoga fuera
en medio de teflá – dolor le diera :
Venay cá, Rajel – a mi lado,
el dolor se alivió – comer quisiera.
Escondiándole la Adafina – Al-lal muriera.
Todo se perdonaba – con los corbanot
y el corbán del tamid – como era la rasón.
¡Yora y yora – una noche oscura! (ed. Alvar, 200-1)
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The significance of the adafina metaphor is manifold. Back on the Peninsula, adafina was
perhaps the most characteristically Jewish dish, and it demonstrates the extent of
Andalusi influence on Sephardic culinary culture and the retention of that Iberian
culinary heritage even after the uprooting of the expulsion. This poem is also a canto de
muerte (song of death), and through the enumeration of the ingredients of the adafina—
vaca, garbanzo, patata, huevos (beef, chickpeas, potatoes, and eggs)—alternating with
the listing of the days of the week and the locations one goes on those days—the soco
(market at the beginning of the week), the jemís (Thursday market), esnoga (synagogue),
it expresses the established pattern of daily life around this dish, organized by specific
observances and quotidian rituals associated with Sephardic identity. Especially in the
time of death that this poem expresses, the comfort of the adafina becomes particularly
important, not only as an established means of cultural expression, but also as a way to
sacralize the ritual observance of death in a specifically Sephardic way. In that way, just
as Delicado’s specific food references indicate to his converso audience a shared identity
relative to Spanish society, so too do these culinary metaphors employed by the diasporic
Sephardic community work to connect its members through mutually intelligible food
symbolism. Hilary Pomeroy further supports this in asserting the importance of literature
as a means of preserving cultural identity, writing that “the ballad is one of the most
popular and enduring forms of Sephardi oral literature, maintaining a direct link between
Jewish life in fifteenth-century Spain and Sephardi communities established in the
Eastern Mediterranean and North Africa after the Expulsion from Spain.” (Pomeroy,
107). In the same way that this literary connection helped to simultaneously preserve a
connection to al-Andalus, the cuisine of the Sephardic Jews also served as a tool of
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identity preservation and a tool of integration in their new communities. Thus, every time
the Sephardim prepared dishes like keftes de prasa, they could invoke that Andalusi
connection even as they did so through their written and spoken poetry. The literary
mention of food became particularly important as a means of connecting and reinforcing
shared identity within the community and its ties to its lost homeland—nearly as critical
in so doing as the preparation of the food itself.
A great deal of the retentive power of Sephardic poetry can be found in its
didactic importance. Tamar Alexander writes in her preface to the Folktales of Joha of
the educational aspect of Sephardic folktales:
along with these tales we also received two fundamental things. Our fathers and mothers,
and frequently our grandparents, instilled in us the virtues of good manners and good
works. They set an example that would remain ingrained in us for a lifetime. They also
taught us to laugh, something of prime importance in life (Koén-Sarano, 3).

Because the expression of their identity was no longer supported by the sociocultural
context in which they lived and especially the culinary tradition in which they partook in
al-Andalus, Sephardim had to rely on other means of communicating their unique
cultural identity while negotiating that identity into their new sociocultural milieu. Both
their oral literary traditions and culinary heritage became their most powerful tools. By
employing culinary metaphor, folk tales taught new generations fundamental skills and
information about the world around them – lessons as simple as what crops grow when,
the holidays of Jewish calendar, how to count. As Batya Fonda explains, in traditional
Sephardic folk songs “food has a symbolic function in many of the songs related to the
life cycle. [For instance,] mention of the hen in many of the birth songs may quite
possibly hearken back to ancient Spanish fertility rites” (web). Moreover, this oral
literature inculcated the younger members of the community into the Sephardic
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community by teaching and reinforcing a specific understanding of the world as related
through culinary terms, in addition to emphasizing food’s central place in the expression
of Sephardic identity. In other words, the food metaphors employed in this oral literature
taught younger generations not only how to eat, but also the significance of a specifically
Sephardic way of preparing and partaking in food. Essentially, these were formative
lessons in the expression of cultural identity that served to shape subsequent generations’
palate and Sephardic identity, linking taste and cultural expression together in an
inseparable pairing.
At the same time, even as it served to help Sepahrdim in diaspora retain the
critical emotional linkage to Spain and each other, the employment of food metaphor
reveals Sephardic integration into new diasporic communities. In a wedding poem (canto
de boda) from Salonika60, the novio (groom) compares various features of the novia
(bride) to examples of beautiful objects, in particular her cheeks to “mansanas d’Escopia”
(line 16, p. 170 Alvar). This detail critically evidences the bride’s beauty through foods
indigenous to the region in which Salonikan Sephardim found themselves and
demonstrates that they had absorbed that previously unused metaphor into their repertoire
of identity expression. This reflects the ways in which the culinary expression of
Sephardic identity in diaspora was strongly influenced by the culinary cultures of their
new communities. By incorporating these metaphors, the Sephardic Jews also absorbed
the culinary traditions of their new diasporic homes, forging new means of expression
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The poem, which is from Salonika, is an enumerative poem characteristic of Sephardic
literature. It involves the new groom listing all the beautiful features of his bride-to-be,
comparing them to various luxurious items and abundant fruits. For the poem, see: page
170 of Alvar, Manuel, ed. Poesía Tradicional de Los Judíos Españoles. 5th ed. Vol. 43.
Ciudad de Mexico: N.p., 1998. Print. Porrúa.
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through food in both the literary and culinary spheres. As Tamar Alexander shows, this
integrative quality was exemplified by Sephardic oral literature as, similar to Sephardic
food in diaspora,
[oral folktales] are formed in the very act of narration passing from one person to another,
form country to country, from generation to generation. Each narrator adapts and alters
the elements of a tale around a more or less fixed nucleus, frequently by means of
mimicry and according to his or her memory, mood of the moment, character of the
audience, and circumstances in which the tale is told. And so every time a tale is told, it
emerges differently (Koén-Sarano, 2).

Alexander captures precisely the improvisational nature of literature that enabled the
smooth incorporation of elements from the Sephardim’s new diasporic homes. So it was
with Sephardic food as well: keftes de prasa, as with many other dishes in the Sephardic
culinary repertoire, is a dish thrown together with whatever ingredients were available—
leftovers, breadcrumbs, vegetables. Leeks were often that most readily available
ingredient even “during occasional periods of severe poverty, [as] the leek was the only
regular vegetable on the Sephardic table” (Marks, 358). Much like the oral literature and
poetry of the Sephardic Jews in diaspora, which began to include culinary metaphors
native to the Sephardim’s new homes, their culinary traditions also began to absorb
elements from their surrounding societies. Both this food symbolism and these culinary
innovations revealed the integration of the Sephardic Jews into those locations, in so
doing reflecting the changing food-based terms through which their identity in diaspora
was related.
Through exploring the changing usages of culinary metaphors in literature of the
Sephardic Jews, the changing and multiple layers of significance of these metaphors to
the expression of Sephardic cultural identity can be easily understood. Sephardim,
depending on the moment of their diaspora, variously employed universal gastronomic
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symbols to communicate their assimilation into Andalusi society; used specifically
Sephardic foods to telegraph their unique identity in the post-expulsion diaspora; and
integrated food metaphors of the place they settled in the diaspora. At the same time,
looking at the ways the Christian Spanish authors portrayed Jews through food during the
Inquisition nuances the understanding of the ways food served to express cultural identity
and differentiate the Sephardic Jews. For the Sephardim, the metaphorical employment of
food in their literature, like the actual preparation and consumption of their food, enabled
them to express their unique identity, even as it defined it.
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Adafina

“La memoria no suele ser inocente –y menos si es voluntaria-.”[Memory does not tend to be
innocent—much less so if it is voluntary.]
~José Manuel Martín Morán61

Marcel Proust, the famous author of Swann’s Way, eloquently captured the
elusiveness of memory when he wrote that “remembrance of things past is not
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See: Morán, José Manuel Martín. “Memoria E Identidad En La Lozana Andaluza.”
Artifara: Revista de lenguas y literaturas ibéricas y latinoamericanas 2 (2003): 4. Print.;
Header image: Sara Gardner, 2016.
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necessarily the remembrance of things as they were62.” In this quotation, Proust evokes
exactly the predicament of Sephardic crypto-Jews after their forced conversion to
Christianity beginning in the late fourteenth century: throughout the generations of
removal from institutionalized Jewish practice, memory became their main means of
Jewish practice, through which they created entirely new rituals and traditions connected
to their Jewish identity. The Proustian association, like that of the evocative power of a
bite of madeleine, applies even more aptly to the changing culinary traditions of the
conversos and crypto-Jews in their own dispersion within the overarching Sephardic
diaspora. Yet in this case, the dish that triggers these associations with memory is
adafina, perhaps one of the most infamous Sephardic dishes63. Even as they outwardly
appeared as Christians to the surrounding society, these secret Jews maintained
meaningful emotional and spiritual ties to their Sephardic Jewish identity that were both
internally and externally reinforced by and manifested through their unique gastronomy.
Since they were either fully a part of the Christian nor Jewish communities, the
conversos’ navigation of their complex identities on the Peninsula and throughout the
diaspora can be tracked and understood most clearly through their changing culinary
traditions.
Even a century before the expulsion of the Sephardic Jews from Spain, there was
a populous and well-established crypto-Jewish community on the Iberian Peninsula. As
early as 1391, after the Seville pogroms that wreaked havoc on the Jewish community,
large numbers of Jews had begun voluntarily and forcibly converting to Christianity.
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See: Proust, Marcel. Remembrance of Things Past. 1st ed. New York: Random House,
1981. Print.
63
“Adafina is a Sephardic Sabbath stew in which the ingredients are typically cooked in
layers and served in separate dishes” (Marks, 1).
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These mass conversions created a complex new dynamic within the pre-existing dialectic
of religious identity that had been established in al-Andalus: these converts were not seen
as Jews, nor were they accepted by the new Catholic majority as Christians, even despite
being fully integrated members of society. Chris Lowny precisely summarizes the “ironic
tragedy… that New Christian descendants of converts had penetrated all levels of
Spanish society and become vital cogs driving Spain’s economy, Church, and
government” (Lowny, 238). Though these conversos continued to contribute socially,
politically, and economically to Spanish society, as they or their ancestors had done as
Sephardic Jews, the Christian majority society’s lack of trust in the authenticity of their
faith compromised the comfortable position they once held in society as Jews. During the
Inquisition, it became increasingly trickier to separate the subsequent generations of
crypto-Jews from their Christian counterparts, as Lowny continues to explain: “Spain’s
Inquisition purged some of its finest talent and paralyzed New Christian society with
crippling fear, despite scant evidence that most conversos were duplicitous in their
embrace of Christianity” (238; my emphasis). At the same time, even after the
establishment of the Spanish Inquisition, the boundaries separating the New Christian
community from their Jewish brethren remained so fluid as to almost not exist, especially
as many New Christians continued to conduct business with their Jewish family members
and neighbors, share public spaces with them, and, in the case of less faithful Christian
converts, procure special Jewish foods and items for festive days64. In fact, as David
Gitlitz shows, often the new converts who retained their Jewish practices continued to
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This was especially true for major Jewish holidays, such as Passover: “prior to the
expulsion, Judaizing conversos could buy their matza from Jewish bakers; afterwards
they had to be baked and distributed clandestinely, often at great risk” (Gitlitz et al., 286).
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live next to the very Jewish communities of which they had once been a part, with foodbased connections providing the touchstone for the continuation of crypto-Jewish
observance of Jewish ritual:
most of the forced converts (Anusim) and their children, and some portion of the willing
converts (meshumadim), continued to identify with Judaism. They lived next door to
Jews and they had Jewish relatives. They could hear the melodies of the chants emerging
from the synagogues and on Friday evenings could smell Sabbath cooking in the air…
While it is likely that majority of the converts were successfully blending into the
Catholic mainstream, abandoning as many of their former Jewish customs as they were
able, in the eyes of he so-called ‘old-Christian’ leadership, all of the converts were
suspected of being Judaizers, or backsliders into Jewish custom (Gitlitz, 2).

Even more than suspicious, the new Christian Spanish rulers perceived this continued
cultural sharing between the Jewish and New Christian communities as detrimental to the
cultural purity of Spanish society that had become essential to their political and cultural
dominance. In a way, they were not wrong, as Renee Levine Melammed demonstrates:
“at any rate, both the crypto-Jews and crypto-Jewesses often relied upon their Jewish
brethren for support, be it moral, spiritual, or culinary” (18). Thus, the reasoning for
expelling the Sephardic community became clear: by ridding Spain of the Jewish
community, the New Christians would be less compelled to sway from the newly
dominant Catholic faith. This process involved not only the removal of the community
itself, but also the elimination of all of the vestiges of its perceived “Judaizing” influence
on society, including their threatening food practices, creating for the remaining
conversos a complicated and often uncomfortable position in society, as enforced by the
Spanish Inquisition.
Perhaps more than any other vestige of Jewish ritual tradition, the culinary
practices and eating habits of New Christians became the focal point of the Inquisition’s
fanatical persecution and oppression of conversos. In his article about food-related

Gardner 96

interaction among the three Abrahamic faiths in medieval Spain, David Freidenreich
demonstrates that this
food-related interaction between Spanish Conversos and their Jewish former coreligionists constitutes a special case. Mark D. Meyerson describes how Jews in fifteenthcentury Morvedre supplied kosher wine and meat to Conversos, particularly for Passover,
and invited Conversos to share holiday meals. Spanish inquisitors looked askance at New
Christians who ate with Jews, citing the consumption of Jewish food as evidence for
apostasy. Inquisitors also condemned Jews who invited Christians to their festival meals
(Freidenreich, 961).

In this atmosphere of distrust and dissembling created by the Inquisition, conversos’
food—as embodied by their preparation techniques, eating habits, and food-based
rituals—became the one tangible piece of evidence that either confirmed or denied the
veracity of their Christianity. This emphasis on the tangibility of food resulted from the
meticulously hidden and intentionally secretive nature of converso identity. In order to
avoid suspicion, all remotely Jewish rituals were obscured; interestingly, this is similar to
the method of preparation of adafina, evidenced even in its name, as
al-kanz al-madfun is Arabic for ‘buried treasure,’ once a Spanish sobriquet for the
Sabbath stew. Pointedly, there is a homophone in Hebrew, dafinah, ‘forced into a groove’
and ‘to press into a wall,’ either of which could be applicable to the medieval cooking
methods of inserting the [adafina] pot into a hole in the ground with embers or sealing it
in an oven (Marks, 1).

In that way, the very cooking technique of adafina allowed for its secretive preparation
by crypto-Jews even as it reflected the hidden nature of their identity. Crypto-Jewish and
New Christian identities, in that way, became externally associated with and defined
almost exclusively by food-based criteria. As Gitlitz explains, Inquisitorial records
“vividly demonstrate how the Inquisition used the cultural information to help build a
case against those it was investigating for heresy” (Gitliz et al., xiii). The connection
between how one ate and to which religious identity those eating habits corresponded
was perceived to be so strong that it became almost singularly relied upon, particularly by
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Inquisitors, to classify Judaizers in the New Christian community65. Adafina in particular
was one of the dishes most frequently used as evidence against conversos as “during the
Spanish Inquisition, the single most incriminating dish connoting a retention of Judaism
was adafina” (Marks, 1). In that way, the real and symbolic connections between identity
and food were reinforced for conversos just as it was for their Jewish brethren, but in
notably different ways, which corresponded to their distinction from the Jewish
community. Indeed, the Inquisition’s reliance on food-based evidence shows the ways
that even the merest suggestion of the memory of the Jewish preparation of a dish could
spell big trouble for conversos.
As Inquisitors honed in on the eating habits of conversos, they created the
negative food-based association with the perceived Judaizing of the crypto-Jewish
community that then became institutionalized in Spanish society. All parts of the culture
that supported that identity were thus also seen as cultural contaminants, particularly
food, as the consumption of certain non-Christian foods were literally and figuratively
seen as the ingestion of that contaminating identity. Thus a unique repertoire of cryptoJewish eating habits and preparation techniques helped to define crypto-Jewish identity to
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It is even more notable that this method of categorization based on food became so
potent after its employment by the Inquisition that many crypto-Jews, especially those
who were generations removed from their Jewish ancestors yet still maintained Jewish
rituals, even used this culinary evidence to incriminate themselves, as Chris Lowny
demonstrates: “some [Inquisitorial confessions] were undoubtedly whole-cloth
fabrications, calculated to preempt the worse fate of being accused by someone else…But
many confessions were sincere. Inquisition records depict a converso community rife
with crypto-Jews struggling to keep alive some flicker of their former faith through a
stubborn devotion that often perdured across generations. Some New Christian lit
Sabbath candles on Friday evenings and changed the linens the following morning; they
abstained from eating pork… The converso María Diaz was accused of continuing to
light Sabbath candles, preparing the Sabbath day’s food in advance” (237).
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the surrounding Christian society while also delineating the limits of converso identity
within the community itself. As Gitlitz et al. explain,
food was likely to get conversos into trouble with the Inquisition for four separate
reasons. Two have to do with choice of menu. First is what one chose to eat: some dishes
were considered by their communities to be Jewish dishes, so that anyone observed
cooking them was naturally suspect. Second is what one chose not to eat: Jewish dietary
prohibitions were well known, so that anyone who in any way avoided eating pork,
rabbit, scaleless fish, and the like was liable to be accused of Judaizing. The other two
reasons have to do with timing. Special meals made in proximity to any occasion marked
on the Jewish calendar were cause for suspicion: one-dish meals prepared on Friday to be
warmed over for the Sabbath, or feasts preceding or following one of the Jewish fasts, or
the Passover seder dishes were the obvious indicators of non-Catholic behavior. The last
reason has to do with the Christian liturgical calendar, which prohibited the consumption
of certain foods on certain days or at certain times of the year. Anyone who ignored these
prohibitions also ran a great risk (99).

It is particularly fascinating that the Inquisition not only defined crypto-Jewish identity
through the eating of certain foods, but also the abstinence of foods – as manifested both
through the avoidance of certain non-kosher meats and ingredient combinations as well
as in the absence of eating itself, in fasting. The focus of the Inquisition on the abstinence
of crypto-Jews from non-kosher meats, particularly pork, rather than defining cryptoJewish identity constructively by what was eaten, served to characterize it in terms of
absence66. As Espadas Burgos explains,
en los raros casos de apostasía, de cristianos convertidos al judaísmo, el no comer carne
era la más clara prueba externa de la autencidad de esa nueva fe…naturalmente el
alimento que concitabe una aversion mayor de la comunidad judía era el tocino, de tal
forma que su consume era la prueba más evidente de conversion al cristianismo (Espadas
Burgos, 556).
[in the rare cases of apostasy of Christians converted to Judaism, to not eat meat was the
most clear external proof of the authenticity of this new faith… naturally, the food that
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Gitlitz et al. explain that “among Christians, the preferred sausage meat was almost
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Converts had to be especially careful. Since pork was a definitional ingredient of
Christian sausage, sausages which avoided pork would have had to be made and
consumed clandestinely” (211).
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provoked the greatest aversion by the Jewish community was pork, to the extent that its
consumption was the clearest evidence of conversion to Christianity.]

Crypto-Jewish identity, therefore, in the eyes of the Inquisition and subsequently Spanish
Christian society became equated with lack, not only in terms of true Christian belief but
also how this perceived heresy (absence of belief) manifested through observable
converso food practices. At the same time, this simultaneously concretized the
associations between Christian identity and the consumption of pork: if Jewish, and
therefore, crypto-Jewish, identity was defined by the absence of pork’s consumption, then
Christian identity must necessarily be distinguished by the opposite, the almost
exaggerated abundance of it. Indeed, as Gitlitz et al. write, “if there was one single
custom that defined crypto-Jews to their old-Christian tormentors it was the Jewish
avoidance of pork…Pork was so common, so cheap, so versatile, and so tasty, that its
avoidance by converted Jews (and Muslims) prompted both incomprehension and
derision” (163). Thus, dishes like the adafina prepared by conversos became notable
pieces of evidence of Judaizing as a result of what they were missing—i.e., pork
products, by lack: of Christian ingredients, and therefore, the accepted Christian identity.
In reality, many crypto-Jews, wanting to ward off suspicions, would add pork to their
dishes like adafina that could potentially reveal their Jewish identity, symbolically
refuting the attempt by the Inquisition to persecute them through their food. Juan Antonio
Molina explains how these additions fundamentally affected Spanish cuisine, to the point
that even today a version of adafina is eaten:
muchos guisos andaluces actuales derivan de lo que podríamos denominar ‘adafina
conversa’ ya que muchos hebreos espurios que se habían bautizado, para demostrar la
sinceridad de su conversion, añadían a la adafina tocino, chorizo, y otros productos del
cerdo, singularmente morcilla, que por contener sangre era uno de los alimentos más
impuros para la ley mosaic y de esta forma alardeaba de su repudio a los preceptos
talmúdicos (63).
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[many current Andalusian stews derive from what we could denominate ‘converso
adafina’, as many false Jews who had been baptized, to demonstrate the sincerity of their
conversion, added to their adafina pork, chorizo, and other pig products, singularly
morcilla, which, by containing blood, was one of the most impure foods to Mosaic law
and in this way boasted the repudiation of Talmudic precepts.]

In that way, the confused mixture of the food traditions of the two faiths—in this case,
the Christian proclivity for pork with a traditionally Jewish method of cooking
ingredients over a low heat for hours—symbolized exactly the predicament of the
conversos in the moment of their persecution: caught between two religions and their two
corresponding culinary traditions.
Yet even as crypto-Jewish identity became externally associated with lack, in
reality, the Sephardic conversos who still maintained the connection to their Jewish
heritage constructively used food to access that otherwise remote identity. In her analysis
of Inquisitorial records in relation to contemporary converso ritual practice, Janet
Liebman Jacobs writes that “it would appear in this account that, as in earlier historical
periods, the aversion to pork assumed greater significance among a people whose
connection to Judaism became linked to abstaining from a food that was so deeply
emblematic of Christian acculturation” (54). But there also existed a greater array of
dishes that conversos secretly prepared as a means of continuing and cultivating their
connection to Judaism. As Gil Marks emphasizes “notably, for Conversos (forcibly
converted Iberian Jews, also called Marranos-Anusim) living under threat of the
Inquisition, Jewish food remained a socializing, unifying, spiritual, and comforting
presence for which it was worth risking their lives and well-being” (ix). By continuing
the practice of the preparation and consumption of certain dishes, crypto-Jews could
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access the historic connections to the Jewish community and exercise their hidden
Judaism. Gitlitz et al. confirm the connective power of food when they write that both
Jews and crypto-Jews shared the taste for salads and vegetables. There is no reason to
believe that the salads eaten by the crypto-Jews differed in any way from those eaten by
their old Christian neighbors. On the other hand, based on the frequency of references,
specifically associating them with Iberian Jews, eggplant, greens like chard, and
chickpeas, combining equally well with meat, fish, and fowl, seem to have been defining
characteristics of medieval Sephardic vegetable cuisine (Gitlitz et al., 29).

This connection to the Jewish community through the use of certain ingredients,
however, in this case the “eggplant, greens like chard, and chickpeas” that Gitlitz et al.
describe, also constituted powerful signals of Jewish identity to the now Christian
Spanish society. Even merely having the ingredients necessary to make a dish like
adafina, which always includes chickpeas and often chard and eggplant, in one’s pantry
could be enough constitutive evidence of Judaizing67. In that way, crypto-Jewish identity
was not only characterized by the absence of certain foods that were symbolic of
Christian religious identity, but also by the presence and use of certain ingredients that
specifically represented Jewish identity.
This continued connection to Jewish identity, as manifested through food,
becomes especially significant in understanding the complex crypto-Jewish identity. As a
result of the need for secrecy and in the absence of access to the Jewish community
especially after the expulsion, crypto-Jewish maintenance of the connection to normative
Judaism bifurcated in a stark contrast between public appearance and private, domestic
life. Simultaneously a major part of the secret observance of their hidden Judaism and of
their public display of Christian identity, food was used by the conversos as a means of
both reconnecting with and expressing their Jewish identity even while more public,
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As Marks affirms “even an accuation of preparing this stew led to conversos being
burned at the stake” (1).
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institutionally based means of cultural expression were denied them. Much of this
connection hinged on memory, as “in the absence of a surviving cultural community
and/or substantial evidence of Jewish religious practice, descendants [we]re faced with
the challenge of constructing Jewish origins out of collective memory and remnant ritual
behavior.” (Liebman Jacobs, 42). Because of the need to domesticate the ritual practice of
Judaism as a result of the inability to rely on external public institutions, spiritual leaders,
and resources for direction, food preparation, in particular, became an extremely
accessible, reproducible, and secretive means of invoking Jewish identity. By invoking
the flavors of adafina, “the initial layer of flavor [of it, as] in any Sephardic stew [being]
chopped onion sautéed in olive oil” (Marks, 1), the conversos could also connect to their
hidden and forcibly secretive Jewish identity. Gitlitz et al. highlights that
those first- and second-generation conversos who continued to self-identify as Jews
tended to try to preserve as many of their former Jewish customs as they could, living as
secret, or crypto-Jews. They had firsthand knowledge of Jewish practice prior to 1492,
and they replicated as much of it as they were able (3).

Indeed, the most reproducible form of Jewish practice was embodied physically and
symbolically in the Jewish food that crypto-Jews prepared for daily and festive
consumption. Its tangibility enabled a clearer access point for the memory for ritual
practice in the absence of halakhah. This experience powerfully underscores the
importance of memory to the connection of Jewish identity to crypto-Jewish practice,
most notably manifested through food.
In fact, this reliance on the memory of the way certain foods were prepared thus
resulted in a natural siphoning off of certain rituals that would be too public, or were
unsustainable in a private home. The crypto-Jewish practice of Judaism downsized the
scale of Jewish religious ritual from the grand, public synagogue with the community to
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the smaller, domestic home, exchanging the greater synagogue’s symbols, like the Torah
and its ark, for more quotidian icons, the most important of which was food68. Thus,
crypto-Jewish identity hinged its perpetuation through individual memory:
of the vast range of Jewish customs detailed in the corpus of Jewish law, the halachah,
they tended to preserve just a few. Of the festivals, they kept only the Passover seder and
the Yom Kippur fast, and perhaps Purim, which they also observed by fasting. They
revered the Sabbath, which they tended to observe by cleaning their house and clothes,
abstaining from work, and lighting candles. and they clung to their familiar Jewish food.
(Gitlitz et al., 3)

This shift of focus of ritual center from the Jewish community to the individual family
signaled the equation in crypto-Jewish practice of the preparation of certain foods or the
observance of specific food based rituals with the rabbinical and institutional observance
of normative Judaism. Thus, the preparation of food, particularly as it was remembered as
a part of normative Jewish ritual practice, became an essential means of expressing secret
Jewish identity. Further, it became a means of resisting the Christianizing tendency of the
society external to them:
for the converso family struggling both to maintain its traditions and to evade the
Inquisition, the preparation of each Sabbath stew or plate of matza for Passover was at
once an act of defiance against the pressures of assimilations and the risks of disclosure
and an affirmation of pride in the preservation of family and religious heritage (Gitlitz et
al., xv).

In that way, the preparation of both daily and festive foods became a medium through
which crypto-Jews could connect with their Jewish heritage while also defying the antiJewish forces that had forced them into secret practice. Thus, the preparation of adafinalike dishes became particularly significant for the conversos’ emotional connection to
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As Melammed explains, this not only resulted in the loss Jewish institutions but also in
the didactic presence of Jewish individuals: “once the Jewish community was banished,
life for the remaining converso community would be affected in numerous ways. In
addition to losing their sole source of certain supplies, be they food, wine, or books, the
conversos no longer had the benefit of the living example of their forefathers’ Judaism”
(31).
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Jewish identity, as Inquisitorial records show: “Beatriz was accused of preparing Sabbath
stews and Jewish cuisine such as a combination of meat, onions, chickpeas, and crushed
spices all cooked together for a long time; this entrée was eaten with great enthusiasm”
(Melammed, 42). Their culinary traditions affirmed their Jewish identity while
positioning them in secret opposition to the forces of the Inquisition and the anti-Jewish,
anti-Muslim Christian identity that it represented, even in the face of great uncertainty
about Jewish practice without institutional guidance.
Certainly, a major challenge to crypto-Jewish existence was the unstable nature of
their identity and therefore position in society, caused as much by the duality of public
and private life as by the profound confusion that existed around their place within the
religious breakdown of society. Jean Dangler shows how converso poets, in expressing
this identity schism in medieval cutting poems, “implicitly devise[d] a contrast between
the supposedly heretical convert and a model that was so valuable in the early modern
period, that of an Old Christian whose identity was constant” (Dangler, 67). Luce LópezBaralt further highlights this conflict of identity in her exploration of the impact of the
converso community on Spanish literature, writing that “the existence of a whole corpus
of atheistic proverbs and sayings…shows the painful integrity and self-assertion of these
poor creatures who no longer felt comfortable in any religion… the most pathetic thing
about it is that some of these men declared, in all honesty, that they no longer knew what
religion to believe in” (Lopez-Baralt, 33-34). Indeed, their ragtag food practices reflected
this confusion about their own identity: even as they would adhere to the avoidance of
pork, conversos would mix milk with meat, or eat leavened foods in addition to the
traditional pan cenceño traditionally prepared by Spanish Jews for Passover. At the same
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time, crypto-Jewish food practices were some of the few means through which the
conversos could access their unique cultural identity, in relation to both their Jewish coreligionists and Christian Spanish society, because “while the Sabbath and the holidays
[were] central to the Jewish calendar, the dietary laws were integral to the everyday life
of the judaizer” (Melammed, 93). Even as external forces kept the converso community
in a constant state of fear of being discovered and persecuted, the preparation of dishes
like adafina and the engagement in food-based rituals like the koshering of meat
reinforced Jewish identity and soothed some of the existential anguish that resulted from
the” in-between-ness” of crypto-Jewish identity, which was considered by many from
external communities to be neither Jewish or Christian. Through the preparation of
traditional dishes and engagement in Jewish food-based ritual, conversos could more
firmly connect with a coherent Jewish identity:
the converso home was, as was the morisco home, ‘a bastion of cultural resistance in
which women played leading roles’ in preserving their traditions and in ‘resisting
Christian hegemony.’ These women used the means at their disposal to subvert the
attempts by the Church and the Inquisition to eradicate their religious heritage
(Melammed, 166).

Consequently, their culinary traditions became the medium through which crypto-Jews
could not only rebel against the Christian forces of acculturation, but also reinforce the
validity of their own experience and identity through memory.
This culinary validation of converso identity is exemplified by the development of
unique crypto-Jewish food traditions that often reflected the transformation of Jewish
culinary traditions over time. Throughout the generations of removal from their Jewish
heritage, and especially after the expulsion of the Sephardic community in 1492 signaled
the end of Jewish cultural influence on the converso community, crypto-Jewish
gastronomic traditions reflected the gradual distinction from normative Jewish practice.
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Improvisation and syncretism came to play an especially role in crypto-Jewish culinary
traditions in the absence of institutional sites of observance and reliance on individual
memory of the way things were done. This especially affected the particular gastronomic
culture of the crypto-Jews, as Janet Liebman Jacobs shows, explaining that “within the
crypto-Jewish culture, such syncretism may also be evident in candle-lighting ceremonies
that blend Christmas customs with Chanukah observance and in food rituals that combine
that hidden commemoration of Passover with the more overt celebration of Easter” (64).
Even more frequently, these conversos ritualized the preparation and consumption of
certain foods unique to their tradition, most especially for holiday rituals, as Liebman
continues:
unlike the festivals of Saint Esther and Las Posadas, however, the ritual aspects of
Passover have been retained primarily through the preparation of special foods rather
than through the incorporation of saints and deities. These special food preparations
assume two forms, capirotada and pan de semita… both of which are associated with the
eating of matzah (103).

Passover especially, as perhaps the Jewish holiday most central to religious identity and,
being a family-oriented and home-based ritual, the one that was least affected by the lack
of an institutional Jewish space, assumed great significance to crypto-Jewish identity. In
addition, because the observance of Passover is so uniquely centered on food restrictions,
it takes on an even greater level of significance in the expression of crypto-Jewish
identity and its connection to food. Indeed,
for crypto-Jews, matza essentially defined the Passover, a fact reflected in many of the
names commonly given to the holiday. Among Spanish speakers it was Pascua del pan
cenceño; among the Portuguese, Pascua do pão asmo and Jejum das filhós; and in
Cataluña Pascua del pa alís…References to matza appear in nearly every description of
crypto-Jewish Passover observances (Gitlitz et al., 286).

Here it becomes clear that crypto-Jewish observance of Jewish holidays not only elevated
the importance of food by making it the central means of ritual expression, but also
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created new dishes or employed novel methods of preparation unique to converso ritual
and identity. Even though crypto-Jewish food rituals and preparations differed from their
“original” Sephardic Jewish form, their new syncretic forms of food preparation and
consumption underscores the importance of food to the expression of Sephardic Jewish
identity and its availability as a communicative medium for crypto-Jewish identity, one
which simultaneously reinforced and reflected the changes within the conversos’ own
complex identity. Thus, the preparation of a dish like adafina, which was traditionally
prepared by Sephardim for the Sabbath, assumed further levels of significance for the
crypto-Jews whose only means of holiday observance was through their hidden
preparation of the dish.
Further, as conversos re-joined Sephardic Jewish communities in the diaspora,
food also became an important tool of reintegration for many crypto-Jews. The re-entry
into Jewish society and the readjustment to the external trappings of Jewish identity
constituted an often-uncomfortable process for the conversos, who often reclaimed the
Jewish faith after four or more generations and up to a century of removal. Indeed, many
conflicts frequently ensued between the newly “re-converted” Jews and their relatively
well-established co-religionists, as each community desired different levels of halakhic
adherence and communal organization. This was the case particularly in those diasporic
locations that had large influxes of Spanish conversos and Portuguese New Christians,
like the Netherlands and Italy. In these cases, food performed an essential role as a
medium of re-acculturation to firmly-delineated Jewish culinary preparation and a
mediator of conflict, bringing even the most confrontational members of the community
together around a shared dish. The preparation of adafina in nearly the same way by both
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Sephardic Jews and their converso brethren physically and symbolically underscored the
profound connection between their two identities, now in a simultaneous moment of
fundamental transition: the Sephardim in diaspora and the conversos back into the Jewish
community. Such culinary traditions evoked the happy period prior to mass conversion,
Inquisition, and expulsion, when members of the community all brought their clay pots to
the communal oven on Friday afternoon and prepared the same dish from shared
ingredients. Thus, even as food existed as an access point to the Jewish underpinnings of
crypto-Jewish cuisine and a site of resistance to the Christianizing tendencies of the
Inquisition, it also played a role as a medium of sharing and rediscovery for many cryptoJews in their reintegration into Jewish communities.
Within the smaller crypto-Jewish diaspora of the greater Sephardic Jewish
diaspora, food continuously enabled the navigation of the complex converso identity, in
relation both to the Christian and Jewish communities. As the crypto-Jews were robbed
of the ability to publicly express Jewish identity and often only able to rely on individual
memory to recreate the ritual gestures of their secret faith, food became nearly
indispensible to the expression and continuation of crypto-Jewish identity even as it was
used to justify their persecution by the Inquisition. In that way, understanding the
experience of the conversos in their diaspora through the metaphor of adafina offers a
potent example of food’s communicative power of identity, not only within an
individual’s community, but also to the surrounding society.
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Tavla de Dulse

“Boka dulse avre puertas de fierro. [Sweet words open iron gates.]”
~ Sephardic proverb
“Siempre mezhor, nunca peor, nunca mos manke la meza del Criador” [“May it always be better
and never worse; may we never be lacking the Creator’s table”]
~ Steven M. Lowenstein69

What would a great meal be without a sweet ending? Dessert, or the final course
of a meal, not only provides closure to the experience, but it also leaves the meal’s
participants with the aftertaste of lingering sweetness that subtly, sensually underscores
the continuation of the meal even after the table has been left vacant. Certainly, the idea
of postre70 serves here as an apt metaphor for the understanding of Sephardic identity
within diaspora, that even after the tragic experience of Inquisition and expulsion, there is
always room in life for sweetness and joy; in short, for the pleasures of living. That is

69

Header image: Sendowski, Linda Capeloto. La Tavla de Dulce. N.p., 2010. Web.
“The Spanish term for dessert, postre, underscores its location at the end of the meal.
In late medieval Iberia, as the seventeenth-century lexicographer Covarrubias reminds us,
postres tended to ‘the fruits or cooked sweets given at the end of dinner or supper’”
(Gitlitz et al., 252).
70
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perhaps the essential value of the Sephardic tradition, and what this thesis has sought to
explore: not only what defined Sephardic culinary heritage, but also how these culinary
traditions and gastronomic idiosyncrasies helped to form, express, and reinforce the
identity of the Sephardim in every stage of their diaspora. What we learn from the
Sephardic tradition, as it transformed dynamically from its Andalusi origins all the way
through to its multiple diasporic iterations, is that partaking in a delicious meal with one’s
family and community is one of the greatest enactments of life’s pleasures.
For the Sephardim, their culinary traditions serve as critical access points to this
value of partaking in the pleasures of life, a value essential to the internal perception and
creation of Sephardic identity. Perhaps it is the Sephardic proclivity for sweet foods and
desserts that demonstrates this tendency towards the gustative enjoyment of life71. More
than that, the preparation of specifically Sephardic dishes, like the dulse de bimbrillo and
the tavla de dulse72 that heads this chapter, acted as a concrete as well as a symbolic
touchstone for the acculturation and dissemination of Sephardic identity: by sharing a
meal together, or merely partaking of those definitively Sephardic dishes, Sephardic Jews
literally ingested the values essential to their identity, embodied in the sensual experience
of their food. Marks explains that
71

The Sephardim were most likely facilitated in their penchant for sweets by their
Islamic contemporaries in al-Andalus, as “by the thirteenth century an exotic Islamic
sweetener, brought to northern Europe by returning crusaders an introduced to the south
by the Muslim kingdoms of Iberia turned all of Europe gaga. Sugar” (Gitlitz et al., 253).
72
Semantically, the tavla de dulse (which Marks calls a cucharera) actually refers to the
silver platter on which the dulses, or sweets, are served. Traditionally, the Sephardic
hostess welcomes her guests into her home with a tavla upon which are piled myriad
homemade sweets. It is notable that in the Sephardic tradition, both the beginning of a
meal and the end are sweet: guests are greeted with sugary treats and are plied with
dessert after the meal. This doubly sweet eating experience most likely resulted from the
influence of the Arabic proclivity for sugar upon the Sephardim during the caliphal
period.
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a traditional part of many Sephardic homes has been a cucharera, a decorated silver bowl
with small silver spoons, which would be filled with dulse de bimbrillo (quince paste) or
another dulse (sweet paste) and offered to guests who would take a spoonful, recite a
blessing or a wish, sample the preserves, and take a sip of water (493).

Though these dulses are traditionally served as welcoming treats for guests, I have placed
this at the end of this work to emphasis the centrality of the sweetness of life that is
evoked in the consumption of these sweet foods. The expression and creation of this
value became especially significant for those Sephardic subaltern identities, such as those
of women and conversos, who, while not the institutionalized representatives of
Sephardic religious or cultural practices, through their culinary work and gastronomic
expression imbued the tradition with values that became essential to the definition of
Sephardic identity. Out in diaspora especially, without the comfortable tolerance of alAndalus, food became a critical means of assimilation as well as cultural retention, which
enabled the Sephardim to simultaneously adjust to their newly acquired communities
even as they remained connected to the Iberian landscape that they had called home for
so many centuries.
In that way, the culinary traditions of the Sephardim serve as an understandable
medium of communication of identity. Yet, just as a dish is eaten by the eyes and the
other senses as much as it is by the mouth, it seemed logical to tease apart an analyze
each element of what gives food its power of communication. Thus, by placing Sephardic
culinary traditions in the context of Sephardic artistic, linguistic, and literary production,
the wide range of its visual and textual significations can be more clearly understood.
What the application of these critical lenses offers is not only a key to more deeply
understanding Sephardic identity throughout the diaspora, but also giving shape to the
critical study of food as an equal medium of cultural expression. Though much more
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remains to be done to expand and sharpen the possibilities that this idea offers, I hope I
have created a starting path to that ultimate goal. Humans interact with food multiple
times a day and it is an essential and quotidian part of existence; yet the critical tools we
possess to understand the manifold strata of food’s symbolic and tangible meaning are
sorely lacking considering the weight of that daily experience. Indeed, I propose that this
study has a much wider application than the mere understanding of a particular group’s
cultural heritage. I would argue that the invaluable lessons gleaned from the changing
culinary traditions of the Sephardic Jews and how these traditions corresponded to their
unique cultural identity can be expanded outward and applied to any and all other cultural
groups and peoples. For instance, in the burgeoning field of diaspora studies, the critical
analysis of gastronomic traditions offers fertile ground through which to analyze concepts
of hybridity of identities, exile, and the psychic trauma of diaspora. Additionally, the
cultural studies field could greatly benefit from the addition of critical culinary analysis
to the range of lenses through which to understand cultural identity.
Yet even beyond its scholarly applications, this study of the Sephardic Jewish
cuisine and identity offers a more universal lesson. In al-Andalus, especially, the Jewish
experience of religious tolerance and the coexistence among the three Abrahamic faiths,
though not always comfortable or conflict-free, offers an important lesson in our modern
climate of the growing enmity between the Muslim and Christian worlds. All three
Abrahamic faiths contributed to and benefitted from the social, economic, and cultural
efflorescence produced by their vigorous and dynamic mutual exposure. In fact, much of
this cultural and intellectual exchange was embodied by the mutual culinary influences
that formed the basis of Andalusi cuisine. This culinary intermixing serves as a powerful
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metaphor for the productive and creative power of the sharing of food: even
inadvertently, it leads to and speaks to shared experience, overlapping identities; in other
words, it signals our similarities much more than our differences. Though it may seem a
utopian ideal, sharing meals and breaking bread with people of other cultures is perhaps
the most powerful form of connection. And when we understand how what people eat
reflects who they are and where they come from, in the cultural context and elsewhere,
the symbolism of coming together to share food becomes all the more powerful. If we
can celebrate difference in the form of partaking and rejoicing in the delicacies of other
cultures, surely we can do so in life’s other arenas – be they political, social, or economic.
This study proves the old adage of “you are what you eat” to be true; indeed, how one
eats and with whom one eats can reveal just as much. Keeping this in mind, if we share
the food and culinary traditions of others, we can cultivate the empathy, understanding,
and compassion necessary to solve even the greatest of conflicts and bridge the most
profound of differences. We can invite everyone to the table, that potent symbol of unity,
to partake in the sweetness of a shared meal and the diversity of life. By understanding
the power of food as an expressive medium of cultural identity and sharing, the idea the
Sephardim so eloquently expressed, that “with wine and hope, anything can be
achieved”, can become a sweet reality indeed.
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