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Introduction

The event that evolved into a cultural enigma took place one
village afternoon. We were at a house of mourners. he house, so-titled
for seven days, was packed with adults and surrounded by children who
scampered across its verdant lawn. I was one of them, and as we played hideand-seek, the thing that I culled from that little girl’s memory happened. he
house was full of mourners; we children satiated ourselves with the game
and its mystery and revelations as the tree at the edge of the yard awaited
the touch of our competing hands. he sun stood overhead, soft in its spring
light; the azure of the sky blanketed the house and the village with calm
assurance. In our scurrying, the colors and odors jumbled, and our lungs
ﬁlled with crisp air. We were happy, exultant, over the opportunity to play
together, all together, and feeling free from our parents’ watchful eyes. After
all, they had long since vanished into the interior of the house, and who
knew when they would pop out? Occasional passersby entered and exited
the house grim-faced, but that neither interested us nor augured anything
1
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for us. hose adult faces belonged to a diﬀerent world and a diﬀerent era.
To and fro we ran, heedless of the demand to lower our voices and “respect
the place.” So it went until a very unexpected moment that ruined the game
and threw its moves out of whack, at least for me. A woman’s lachrymose
voice blurted, erupted, from the room inside where the women were sitting. It began quietly but then crescendoed until it ﬁlled the yard and the
street, roaring, groaning, and warbling with incomprehensible words in
Arabic. Everything, even the jumble of voices inside the house, stopped
in sorrow at that moment. he voice crowded out the game. he sidewalk
heaved before my eyes, blocking my path to the tree. Gripped by a sense
of weakness, I paused at the doorway and listened, holding my breath, not
knowing whether the other children had also stopped playing. he woman’s
voice took me by storm. Her woeful melody blotted out the sun and ﬁlled
everything—the yard, the tree, the children, the grass—with gloom and
guilt. It became a sin to play. I maintained an anxious silence; I did not
know what had suddenly happened and how to decode the shock. Lengthy
minutes passed until I consciously sought to leave the yard. I wanted to sprint
away, escape, ﬂee for my life from this great terror. But where to? I do not
remember how long I stood there, rooted to my spot, as the people’s moaning
cascaded all around. I only remember that the moment this woman’s voice
fell silent—this woman whom I had never seen—everyone there, including
me, was released from a painful grip and was allowed to sigh, stretch, and
speak. She was “the wailer,” they told me.
What happened behind the wall of humanity that blocked the doorway
whence the voice had emanated? Since that day, I seized various opportunities to ﬁnd out. I learned to imagine and re-create what had happened back
then in my childhood, as if instead of playing outside I had been seated in
the inner room with the rest of the women who had come to console the
bereaved. I “saw” her seated on a chair, wearing a long dress that covered
embroidered trousers that descended to her feet, a colorful snood on her
head. In one hand she clutched a small cloth kerchief that she pulled tight
over her eyes. Her body, all of it, rocked right and left on the chair. Her other
hand made circular motions that illustrated lyrics, which she enunciated
in a sad warbling melody, about the deceased and his family. He had been
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kindhearted and pious, she sang, and above all he had been pure, as everyone
knew. hose around her—the women seated close by—burst into weeping
at the very sound of her voice, pressing toward her in a cozy, disciplined
circle until the moment she stopped, pausing to lift her sad eyes and observe
the audience’s tears.
he picture of the wailer at work demands this dramatization. Any
other wording would fail to usher us through the portal of the melancholy
ambiance that wailing generates, the code with which it all began. Still,
my account of the event leaves many questions unanswered. Who is this
woman whom everyone calls “the wailer”? What does she want? Why does
she choose to perform this way? How does she captivate people with tears?
What does she feel? And above all, the paragon question of concern in this
book: What is wailing?
he Yalqut Teiman dictionary deﬁnes wailing as a genre of songs associated mainly with the oral art of women who knew the deceased and could
improvise rich poetry that was “set” to wailing. Performed at the bedside
of the deceased or during the days of mourning, it described the deceased’s
virtues and the disaster that befell his relatives. Generally, audible wailing is
an improvised narrative of sorts that addresses the meaning of death and the
loss associated with the dead—a special genre in oral traditions (Finnegan
2001), a lyric poem that creates an evocative integration of speech and
weeping. Because it sets to words the sorrow that accompanies a person’s
death, some regard wailing as the expression of a transition from tears to
ideas (Holst-Warhaft 1995)—a transition typical of women’s song.
Anyone who has attended a wailing performance would probably agree
that these deﬁnitions are a far cry—a conspicuously unique cry—from
the experience that they represent. he wailing performance, consisting
of text, sound, motion, and visual drama, is a singular thing, separate unto
itself. hus, the foregoing deﬁnition does not convey the slightest hint of
the picturesque experience that envelops the wailer and the audience alike,
even though the shades of melancholy involved do not lie outside the range
between black and white.
“I hear her voice and feel that it carries all the sadness in the world.”
hus a friend of mine expressed his impression some thirty years after my

i n t r od uc t ion

/

4

childhood epiphany, as the mourners’ house had transmogriﬁed into my
parents’ house, and I was grieving over my father’s death. Someone from
town who was unschooled in his friend’s cultural origins—so unschooled
that even though the woman’s wailing made a deep impression on him, it
had not driven him to tears—even oﬀered me a whispered hypothesis about
the primeval characteristic of wailing. Nevertheless, the word chosen by this
noncognoscento in reference to the terror, the ignorance, and also the difﬁculty in getting to the root of the experience is valuable, because “primeval”
signiﬁes something that is ﬁrst, ancient, Genesis-like. Even though he had
not meant it that way, primevalness is consistent with references to Jewish
wailing in biblical sources, from the eras of the prophets and the kings. David
bewailed the death of Saul and Jonathan (II Samuel 9), the prophet of rage
urged the “wise” wailing women to sadden the sinners’ hearts ( Jeremiah 9),
and Lamentations, retelling the buildup to the exile to Babylon, is couched
in wailing language. he narrative performance of wailing in these sources
places wailing in the ancient cradle of civilization and enhances the validity
of considering wailing and the wailer an epistemological enigma.
Like other ethnographies that trace their research to special motives,
the one that follows places the enigma in the setting where I ﬁrst became
aware of it. I returned to my origin group, Yemenite Jews in Israel, and
transformed them—including those who were closest and most familiar
to me—into respondents. he memory of that game of hide-and-seek
accompanied me as I visited their houses of mourning, participated in
funeral and burial rituals, and held encounters with them. As my probings
became systematic, the ramiﬁed secrets of the enigma emerged bit by bit.
hey included actors who played roles, symbols pregnant with meaning, a
discourse of women and men, and patterns of customs and beliefs that jelled
to form a culture or, to be exact, a subculture within the broader framework
of the Yemenite Jewish culture. Such a culture comprises everything that an
individual should know or believe in order to behave in a manner accepted
to its members (Goodenough 1957); its subjects inhabit a world of their own
creation (Geertz 1983). As time passed, I phrased the enigma in ethnographic
language and privileged it with a name—“the wailing culture of Yemenite
Jewish women”—that captures the topic of my study.
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he gender bias intrinsic to this name—after all, the culture is shared by
men and women—signals the centrality of wailing women in the segment
of it that belongs to death rituals and the management of men that these
women perform. Women’s wailing creates a ripple eﬀect that is not only
vocal but also symbolic and is endowed with rules of custom and action. his
statement is in no way exceptional; after all, in many ethnic groups around
the world, it is women who are associated with wailing and are known as
wailers. he term “wailing culture” also corresponds to women’s mourning
patterns in many diverse societies, such as rural Greece (Holst-Warhaft
1995; Danforth 1982), Bedouin in Saudi Arabia (Abu-Lughod 1986), and
Macronesians (Lutz 1988). Beyond the need to determine whether wailing
is natural for women or is the outcome of social structuring processes, the
ethnographic literature considers wailing to be a fundamentally female
practice that reﬂects a style of emotion unique to women and a discourse
of vulnerability that is typical of women (Abu-Lughod 1986). Wailing is
associated with women’s life-cycle experiences via the caregiving connection
that birth and death events maintain (Holst-Warhaft 1995). Wailing may
be an informal institution for the articulation of women’s mourning, a
protective enclave from whence women can express their attitude toward
a given sociopolitical order (Seremetakis 1991) and conﬁrm their supremacy in emotional expression (Briggs 1993). Various ethnographies of my
acquaintance elucidate the nexus of power and death that wailing women,
in contrast to men, establish—a nexus that corresponds to beliefs among
members of the culture about the elements of naturalness, ambivalence,
and danger that populate so-called female emotionality in the death arena.
I once asked, determined but failing to crack this self-evident nut, “Why
do women wail and not men?” One of my octogenarian women interviewees
sighed, “What can I tell you? I don’t know. hat’s how it is. Women know
how to cry.” hen, perhaps to say that the gender diﬀerence is not something
from days of yore, the interviewee borrowed an expression from a wellknown Israeli song and concluded, oﬀering no explanation whatsoever, “Men
don’t cry in the day. hey cry at night.” In my extensive conversations with
elderly women about women’s wailing, I found that from their perspective,
wailing is a cultural form that accommodates their natural emotionality in a
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way that distinguishes them from men. hey consider this style of lamenting
the departure of the deceased to be material in deﬁning their femininity.
hey connect the sorrow and suﬀering that wailing expresses with additional
roles that they play in the life cycle—being a daughter, someone’s wife,
a mother of children, and a grandmother of grandchildren. hey almost
want to liken the tears they sing to a ﬂuid fetus in a woman’s body, which
should be awaited within the framework of the ritual and welcomed with
understanding. While feminist theories wrestle with the question of woman’s
material characteristics and their intrinsic legitimacy in the deﬁnition of
her nature (Millet 1970; Scott 1988; De Beauvoir 2001), my women subjects
had no doubt that the public display, the externalization of tears, is one of
the deﬁnitive domains of femininity, of womanhood.
hat Yemenite Jewish women’s wailing operates on a diﬀerent plane than
similar or proximate art forms is evidenced in three additional ways that abet
its eclipsing in the literature and the emphasis of its inferior status in gender
and cultural terms. First, if wailing is mentioned at all, it is put forward as
a theme that does not stand on its own. Being Jewish, it is attributed to
broad categories, such as “song” and “melody,” that are typical of both sexes
(Tzadok 1967; Dahoah Halevi 1995); being Yemenite, it is parked behind
the camouﬂage of the Muslim practice, the characteristics of which are
shared by other wailing cultures (Holst-Warhaft 1995; Abu-Lughod 1986,
1993). Also important, the validity of this conclusion is diminished only by
one eye-opening study that stationed it at the focus of its investigation of
Yemenite Jewish women’s wailing. Madar’s analysis of various aspects of
women’s wailing provides a painstaking transcription and translation of
lamentations (wailing texts), establishes Jewish women’s wailing as a speciﬁc
genre, and subjects it to a style of scholarship involving documents and
academic sources that is typical of folklore research (Madar 2002, 2005a,
2005b, 2005c, 2006).1
he second way to discern the inferior status of women’s wailing is to
notice that women’s singing—in contrast to women’s wailing—has been
privileged with relatively respectable documentation and presence in several
sources. Binyamin-Gamliel’s book Ahavat Teiman (Love of Yemen, 1975)
and Serri’s Bat Teiman (Daughter of Yemen, 1994) are two such sources. A
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third example is Sulami’s article “Protest Motives in Yemenite Women’s
Song” (2005), which reduces Yemenite women’s singing to motives, depicts
it as having an educational and emotional function of the highest order,
and above all shows it to be a meaningful pattern of communication among
Jews and Arabs in Yemen. However, the reader can only assume that the
insights presented include wailing as a signiﬁcant case of the lyric element
that the author attributes to women’s song (Sulami 1995).
he third way to probe the matter is by contemplating songs that
men and women sing. he singing of Yemenite Jewish men is described as
diﬀerent from non-Jewish singing because it is typically in Hebrew and
replete with melancholy and yearnings for the advent of the messiah and
redemption from lives of suﬀering, poverty, and enslavement in a fanatical
Muslim country. he singing of Jewish women, in contrast, is deﬁned as
being rooted in Arabic and replete with the agonies of daily life: hard work,
betrayal by a husband who has taken on a second wife, women’s nostalgia
for their parents’ home, and the like. Viewed from these conﬁnes, which
doom Jewish and Muslim women to equal and inferior status, women’s
wailing is not described in its full signiﬁcance; instead, it remains a singing
or melodic form that reﬂects the outpouring of the soul at its highest. he
literature discriminates against the wailing form of singing so blatantly
that one wonders about its cultural status as well. Does the literature deem
women’s singing to be more cultural than women’s wailing? Or is it the
unique conﬁguration of a dialogue with death in wailing that undermines it?
he more general research literature does not propose a diﬀerent dialogue about Jewish wailing and instead gives Jewish wailing only slightly
more ink than the amount that a traditional phenomenon should leave
behind. Rubin’s book Qets ha-hayyim (he End of Life, 1997), which discusses burial and mourning customs in Jewish society, represents women’s
wailing as sourcebooks of rabbinical law would. Rubin describes wailing
and proximate customs—nurturing and praise—rather tersely and solely
from the perspective of the way they are mirrored in Mishnaic/Talmudic
sources. His deﬁnition of wailing as “talking—evidently in the form of
song—that expresses pain and sadness” (194) reﬂects strict adherence to
the intentions of the Mishna and the Talmud more than anything else.
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Another representation of Jewish wailing, a faint one, is found in Pollock’s
“On Mourning and Anniversaries” (1972), which does an amazing job of
examining the psychological stages of grief in view of the Jewish stages of
grief. As stated, this work mentions women’s wailing but does so en passant
and in accordance with its general scheme as one of a number of practices
that characterize the shivah stage (Pollock 1972). he traditional forms
of mourning among Jewish communities are also represented in Palgi’s
anthropological study (1974) and again in a work that, although recent, adds
nothing (Witztum 2004). Both sources tersely present women’s wailing
and mourning patterns in various communities one after the other. he
descriptions emphasize major characteristics not only from a researcher’s
point of view but also from the unsympathetic perspective of an outsider.
Here is an example:
In eastern or Islamic cultures, the intensity of mourning is gauged by the
extent of screaming and shouting or the intensity of the lamentations
that are wailed at the funeral. . . . Tolerance of the various customs is
needed because sometimes it seems to us that others behave strangely
and shockingly relative to the manner that we accept, and this may even
evoke negative responses. (Witztum 2004, 21–23)

Even when we broaden the canvas to include knowledge about mourning
in Israeli society, we ﬁnd a similar picture. Much of this literature focuses
on the grieving of families who lost oﬀspring in wars and the Israeli ethos
surrounding the heroism of the fallen (Weiss 1997). Amid the occupation
with these themes, the very existence of traditional death rituals among
various groups and their connection with Jewish cultural symbols is ignored.
his literature generally excludes religious models, beliefs, and folklore
(Hasan-Rokem, Madar, and Sherira 2006), as though families of Moroccan,
Ashkenazic, Caucasian, and Yemenite origin all gather in one mourners’ tent.
To explain this phenomenon, one may argue that research literature reﬂects
a social reality or at least dominant tendencies in it. he heroism ethos and
the establishment of the bereaved family are examples of far-reaching reality
projects in Israeli society. hey are almost synonymous, I would say, with
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the melting pot; unlike the pot, however, their role is to satisfy the needs
of a society well versed in crises. hey signify the preference of a collective
identity based on Jewish nationhood and a clear tendency to marginalize the
Jewish tradition, with its ethnic diversity (Rubin, Malkinson, and Witztum
1999). In this state of aﬀairs, the likelihood of including an Oriental woman’s
wailing for a dead soldier in an analysis of the components of bereavement
is nil. Wailing is unrepresented in this literature because it is perceived as
based on other cultural values that are totally excluded from the national
discourse.
he wailer’s voice erupts from the core of the private domain, the home.
he expression “Yemenite Jewish home” carries various meanings, including
the original location of the female voice. If the voice erupts and cascades
into the street, one doubts whether passersby in Israel would know how
to call it by its name or treat it with anything more than a stereotyped
and uninformed raising of an eyebrow. his special voice is a hidden and
unfamiliar one; it speaks neither in synagogues nor in halls of religious
study but instead largely in the homes of mourners. Against the backdrop
of the innerness and uniqueness—or, should we say, the mysteriousness—of
this voice, the wall of people that buﬀered between me and the wailer back
then has metamorphosed into a wall that separates the ethnic inside from
everything outside. he experience that I found unfathomable at ﬁrst is
expected to assume the form of an exotic culture—a Jewish parallel, so to
speak—to a religious ritual of a faraway tribe. Jewish wailing is unfamiliar
to ordinary people or is familiar in its unfamiliarity.
he cultural enigma that I mentioned above almost certainly would have
remained unsolved had it not been possible to convert the aforementioned
sources into partners of the culture—women and men who had studied
this culture from up close—or had the research been put oﬀ for a few
years. he research began in February 2001 and continued until the end of
2005, with some further development of the ﬁndings as the book was being
written. he main ﬁndings were furnished by elderly research subjects (aged
60–80+), most of whom came to Israel in Operation magic carpet, the
mass immigration of 1948–53.2 Many of the people whom I observed were
women; apart from a group interview in which some forty men participated,
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ﬁfty-three people were interviewed, two-thirds women and one-third men.
Twelve of the women interviewed were wailers. he respondents ﬁt the
proﬁle of the wailing culture and considered themselves members of it.
Notably, members of this immigration wave and their oﬀspring served as
research subjects in two ambitious ethnographies written in the late 1980s
about their traditions and customs in the intercultural encounter in Israel:
L. Gilad’s Ginger and Salt (1989) and H. S. Lewis’s After the Eagles Landed
(1989). hese ethnographies shed light on this ethnic cohort, although their
accounts exclude the culture of women’s wailing. As for other respondents
in my research, some ﬁndings were provided by Yemenite Jews (one man
and six women) who had immigrated to Israel in the early 1990s. hese
women conduct their wailing performances in the homes of relatives who
live in the same neighborhood; they hardly go anywhere else. Finally, twenty
younger men and women, second- and third-generation immigrants in
Israel, participated in the study. As members of a new generation that takes
its image seriously, they speak diﬀerently about the wailing culture, and
their voice is reported in the epilogue of this book. As a second-generation
immigrant myself, I belong to this group in various ways. For one, I am a
Hebrew speaker who, while understanding the Yemenite Arabic dialect in
which the elders of my childhood spoke, ﬁnds the wailers’ metaphorical
Arabic difﬁcult to comprehend.
I met with my respondents in towns and villages in central Israel, some
ethnically mixed and others relatively homogeneous and populated largely
by families of Yemenite origin. My visits to these locations did not always
pay oﬀ, at least relative to my expectations. I attribute this to the existential
nature of wailing: even though it took place in mourners’ homes and cemeteries, it was doled out in random snippets. hus, the timing of my research
forays was a decisive factor in eliciting the ﬁndings. It was in this manner
that the enigma, some three decades old by now, was revealed to me in its
last moments—moments that served me as a frame for contemplation.
herefore, I must repeat in regard to Yemenite Jewish wailing a known fact
about Jewish wailing in ethnic groups in Israel and elsewhere: it is dying
out and is already so far into its home stretch (Holst-Warhaft 1995) that
the understanding I attained in my research could no longer be attained

i n t r od uc t ion

/

11

practically as this book was being written (and, a fortiori, as it is being read).
he population of wailers—elderly women all—is steadily dwindling. It
would be hard to ﬁnd them again. Once they are gone, they say, their likes
will no longer exist, and their glorious tradition will have died.
he next two sections relate to Yemenite Jewish women’s wailing in
terms of its meanings as a tradition and the way this tradition relates to
modern and postmodern outlooks in the academic discussion and in life in
Israel. Jim Wilce, in his book Crying Shame (2009), pioneered the occupation
with this topic from a comprehensive perspective, analyzing a broad array of
connections between wailing and these outlooks and their implications for
important areas of life such as religion, ethnicity, nationality, and Western
emotion values. As an ethnographer who gained other experiences than
mine in his research ﬁeld in Finland, Wilce describes the sociocultural fate
not only of declining wailing cultures but also of those that are enjoying
a revival. His comprehensive and reﬂective work yields an analytical and
insightful metaperspective based on reviews of many ethnographies. In his
writings about the anthropologists’ lament about the recently expired culture
of wailing, Wilce positions himself as the last of the ethnographers to deal
with the matter. For this reason, the following sections should be read as a
particularistic derivative of the broader discussion that Wilce proposes, and
the ethnography that follows should be seen as a case study.

All Alone: Tradition and the
Snapping of the Chain
Women’s wailing belongs to the domain of traditions that no longer enjoy
intergenerational transmission even though its voice is still heard and
some picture of the wailer’s performance remains possible. In this process,
the focus in wailing is gradually receding into the past and will soon be
reclaimable from memory only. his snapping of the chain is inseparable
from one of the additional meanings of wailing, that of being a tradition. It
is this cessation of transmission that abets the perception of a tradition as
being rooted in circumstances of a historical period, a captive of its past, and
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distinct unto itself. In this obvious sense, a tradition resembles childhood: a
ﬁeld of meaning that has lost almost all its validity. Afﬁxed in a set of symbols
and beliefs preceding the continuum of development, it is deemed marginal
in the appreciation of human achievements. However, time also invests it
with charm, color, experience, longing, and nostalgia. hese characteristics
are represented by the radical thesis (Heelas 1996).
Women’s wailing is a blend of two traditions that nourished each other
during the Jewish exile in Yemen (Tzadok 1976; Muchawsky-Schnapper
2000). On the one hand, women’s wailing is enunciated in Yemenite Arabic and abounds with Arab folk motives; on the other hand, it is part
and parcel of the mourning customs of a canon Jewish religion. Because
wailing is verbal, unwritten, performed by uneducated women as folk art,
and appreciated and usually transmitted collectively and unwittingly from
the generation of mothers to that of the daughters, it can be considered an
oral tradition (Finnegan 2001). When wailers were young, they sat in an
audience of adult wailers—mothers—and absorbed the lyrics, the rhyme
and meter, the contents, and the metaphors through movements and from
the air. his intergenerational transmission took place in Yemenite Arabic,
a vernacular that took several steps up the ladder when used for wailing,
becoming liturgical, lyrical, aesthetic, and existentially charged. Everyone
in the mourners’ house understood this singing in its Yemenite language, a
tongue that carved out segments of its own within the language of Jerusalem,
that is, the holy tongue, Hebrew, in which men performed their worship
and religious study.
Wailing in Arabic was woven inseparably into a broader tradition,
the Jewish religion. In this sense, even though women were exempt from
most devotional duties that were incumbent on men, wailing could not be
considered nonreligious or the concern of women only. For centuries, Yemenite Jews maintained a strictly religious way of life; unlike other isolated
Jewish communities in the Middle East, they were known for adherence
to their teachings and separatism even as subjects of an Islamic regime
(Muchawsky-Schnapper 2000; Eraqi-Klorman 1993). heir religiosity
dominated all aspects of their lives. Furthermore, Yemen was so inured
to foreign inﬂuences as to exclude any identiﬁable form of secularism.
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