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An examination of the title “Me’am Lo’ez”
by Rabbi Yaakov Khuli (1689-1732)

Yoshiaki Tsuji
Doctoral Student
Graduate School of Theology, Doshisha University

Abstract:

Me’am Lo’ez, first published in Istanbul (Constantinople) in 1730, is undoubtedly
the most important and successful literary work in the history of Judeo-Spanish literature.
Nevertheless, this monumental masterpiece has been largely neglected, not only in Japan
but also among Jewish scholars. In this article, I offer some basic facts on the work and
examine the title of the book “Me’am Lo’ez,” which is taken from the verse Psalms 114:
1; “When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people (Me’am) of strange
language (Lo’ez).”

I identify four characteristics of the work that establish its status as a classic. The
first characteristic is that it was written in colloquial Judeo-Spanish (Ladino), not Hebrew,
the eternal sacred language for Jews. That’s why it suits for the verse “a people of strange
language”.

The second characteristic relates to the philanthropist Yehuda (Judah) Mizrachi, who
offered economic assistance for publishing the book “Me’am Lo’ez Bereshit.” Since the
words “Me’am Lo’ez” follow the verse psalms 114:2; “Judah was his sanctuary, and
Israel his dominion,” the author quoted these two verses (Psalms 114: 1-2), turning its
original meaning into the praise for Yehuda Mizrachi.

The third characteristic has to do with the words “Bet Yaakov,” which precede the
words “Me’am Lo’ez” in the verse of the psalms 114: 1, and implies in Jewish tradition
“Jewish women,” consequently “illiterates of Hebrew” in this context.

The fourth one is associated with the verse of psalms 114: 7; “Tremble (Huli), thou
earth, at the presence of the Lord, at the presence of the God of Jacob.” The first word
“Tremble (Huli)” has similar sound to the author’s family name Khuli.

Moreover, this article points out that there is yet another distinguishing characteristic
of Me’am Lo’ez, which is the work’s relationship with Yaakov Khuli’s maternal lineage,
the family of Ibn Haviv. Yaakov Ibn Haviv who wrote famous Aggadah anthology “En
Yaakov” is of that lineage.

Keywords : Me’am Lo’ez, Judeo-Spanish Literature, Sephardim, Biblical Interpretation,
Anthology
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