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1. INTRODUCTION

The small colony of Jews in Cochin in south-western India has attracted the attention of
travellers and scholars since the beginning of Portuguese rule in that area (1502-1663),
when the existence of a Jewish settlement there became known in the West. Almost all
facets of the life of this community have been studied and published in numerous articles
and books, except for their traditional pronunciation of Hebrew. This gap in our otherwise
detailed knowledge of the Cochin Jews needs urgently to be filled, because this com-
munity with its unique features is rapidly disappearing in India and becoming assimilated
in Israel too.

The arrival of Jews on the Malabar coast in South-west India has remained shrouded
in mystery, in spite of the careful research that has been undertaken in an attempt to
discover their origin. The study of the origin of the Cochin Jews and of the time of their
arrival in India is greatly hampered by the fact that their history before the end of the first
millennium CE is totally hidden behind folklore, legends and folk songs. Much has been
done by the Cochinites themselves and by scholars around the world to strain historical
clues from this heterogeneous material, nevertheless without producing many results. The
following summary of the history of the Cochin Jews accords more or less with those
who have dealt with the subject.!

The Cochin Jews have preserved various old legends concerning the coming of their
ancestors to the Malabar coast. The legends are far from being unanimous about the time
of their arrival, which has led to the supposition that the Jews came in a number of
different migratory waves. According to these legends the Jews came to Malabar coast in
smaller or larger groups with the fleet of King Solomon, after the Assyrian conquest of
the eighth century BCE, from the Babylonian exile, after the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 CE, from the Bar Kochba revolt against Rome in 132-135 CE, and from the
persecutions of King Firuz of Persia at the end of the fifth century.

The first tangible evidence of the presence of Jews in the environs of Cochin are two
small rectangular copper plates. On these plates there is written a deed in old Malayalam
vatteluttu script in which ‘King of Kings, Sri Bhaskara Ravi Varman’ confers certain
privileges and the right of use of certain symbols of royalty on Joseph Rabban, the leader

1 There is a good bibliography on the subject in Katz & Goldberg 1993. My summary is based

mainly on that book.
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of the Jews. According to this deed, to Joseph Rabban and his descendants was also
granted the administration of an independent Jewish principality at Anjuvannam, which
was a section of Cranganore, situated 18 miles to the north of Cochin. This Jewish prin-
cipality in Cranganore (nowadays Kodungallur) was known in the medieval Jewish world
by the name of Shingly. The dating of these copper plates has been problematic, and the
datings given to them vary from the first to eleventh centuries CE.

According to the traditions of the Cochin Jews, Jewish life in Shingly was spiritually
and commercially their first ‘golden age’ on Indian soil; the second comparable one came
under the Dutch (1663-1795). However, internal quarrels within the Jewish community,
and certain other unhappy factors led the Jews gradually to abandon Shingly within a few
centuries before it was finally sacked by the Portuguese in 1565. The Jews dispersed
from Shingly to the surrounding towns and villages, mainly to Chendamangalam, Parur,
Mala, Ernakulam and Cochin. The Jewish community at Cochin became the leading Jew-
ish community in the area, the first synagogue being built in Cochangadi, about a mile
south of today’s Jew Town, in 1344. The famous Paradesi Synagogue (Mal. paradesi
‘foreigner’) is the oldest synagogue still standing at Cochin; it was built in 1568, and
today it is one of the most popular tourist sites in the city.

During Portuguese rule, which began in 1502, the Jews suffered many persecutions
and their trade was hindered. However, during this time they finally established them-
selves at Cochin, and initiated their system of self-government, known as the mutaliyar
system. The Jews had always enjoyed good relations with local rulers, and the Hindu
maharaja helped to extricate them from many difficult situations caused by the Portuguese.
From this period (c. 1520) there is the first documented account of the internal strife with-
in the Cochin community between meyuhasim and non-meyuhasim. meyuhasim claimed
to have a pedigree of descent from ancient Israel and considered the non-meyuhasim to be
meSuhrarim (manumitted slaves) or gerim (proselytes) or their descendants. This strife
had given rise to various kinds of religious discrimination on the part of the meyuhasim,
which troubled the community until the middle of the present century.?

When the Dutch superseded the Portuguese as overlords of Cochin in 1663, it meant
for the Jews the beginning of a golden era, both commercially and culturally. Under the
Dutch the Cochin Jews could establish contact and maintain relations with their co-
religionists all over the Dutch empire, from Indonesia to New York. They received Jew-
ish visitors and delegations from Europe, and close relations were forged between the
Cochin Jews and the Jews of Amsterdam.

Under British rule, which began in 1797, Cochin was an autonomous ‘princely
state’, which was nominally ruled by its maharaja under the guidance of the British
resident in Cochin. However during British rule Cochin lost its position as an important
port for Bombay, which led the Cochin Jews to direct their commercial activities mainly to
domestic trade. During that time the Jews also began to pursue university education and
various professions.

2 For this complicated strife and its background, see Katz & Goldberg 1993: 126-160.
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The gaining of Indian independence in 1947 was gladly welcomed by the Jews, and
in the following year the birth of the State of Israel was a cause of great celebration among
Indian Jewry. Although the Cochin Jews never suffered any form of antisemitism on the
part of the local inhabitants, most of them were eager to move to Israel at the first
opportunity. In 1948 there were 2,500 Cochin Jews, in 1970 there were only 290 left
(Ben-Yaacob 1985: 261); today there are only 50 Jews in all of the communities of
Cochin, Emnakulam and Parur, most of them of the age of 60 or older. In Israel the Cochin
Jews have mainly established themselves in Rishon Le-Zion, Ashqelon and Kefar
Hasidim near Haifa.

2. WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT THE COCHIN JEWS’ PRONUNCIATION
TRADITION OF HEBREW?

As I have already mentioned, there is no lack of scientific articles and books which deal
with the community of the Cochin Jews. What is lacking in that vast literature is a
description of the pronunciation tradition of Hebrew of that community. Even the
cantillation and the special prayer melodies, the ‘Shingly tunes’ of the Cochin Jews have
been analyzed (Spector 1969), but with regard to their pronunciation tradition of Hebrew
we have only some scattered remarks. Shlomo Morag (1971) has mentioned some peculi-
arities in the pronunciation of certain Hebrew consonants, among the Cochin Jews in his
article “The Pronunciations of Hebrew” in the Encyclopaedia Judaica. Harviainen (1977:
114), Johnson (1985: 157-158) and Katz & Goldberg (1995: 174-175) have also noted
the special ‘melody-motivated’ change in the Cochinite pronunciation of games gadol.

3. RECORDINGS, INFORMANTS AND THE TRANSCRIPTIONS

In my analysis of the traditional pronunciation of biblical Hebrew of the Cochin Jews I
have used recordings collected by Professor Tapani Harviainen in Israel in 1971. One of
these recordings is a copy from the tape-archives of The Language Traditions Project of
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. These recordings contained in total almost four
hours of biblical passages and prayers recited by different informants, from among whom
I chose my main informants: Rabbi Avraham Hay Avraham (aged 70) and his son
Avraham Hay Hayyam (36), Yitshak Nissim (46) and Mordekay Eliyahu (who reads in
the copy from The Hebrew University). The latter hails from Cochin, the others from
Emakulam. In the following I refer to them by abbreviations: AHA, AHH, YN and ME.
My informants, especially AHA, could not speak modern Hebrew well, only in AHH’s
reading I could discern some influence of modern Hebrew (e.g. he quite frequently
realized I = [t]).

I have analyzed and transcribed the following passages of the Bible which were
represented in the recordings: Psalm 113; Esther 1:1-15, 8:14b-16; Exodus 19:1-13.
Psalm 113 has the advantage that it was recited by three different persons. A further ad-
vantage is that the readers used three different styles of biblical cantillation: ordinary,
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festive, and glorification styles (cf. below). Esther 1:1-15 was recited by three different
persons in festive style. As a representative example of a biblical passage recited in ordi-
nary style I chose Exodus 19:1-13 recited by AHH. The above mentioned ‘advantage’ of
having passages recited in different cantillation styles may demand some explanation, as if
cantillation styles could affect the pronunciation. The enigmatical feature in the pronuncia-
tion tradition of the Cochin Jews is that the cantillation styles indeed affect the pronuncia-
tion. When a biblical passage is recited in ordinary style, the pronunciation of the Hebrew
vowels is a typical ‘Sephardi’ one. But when this same passage is recited in festive or
glorification style, the realization of Tiberian games gadol and Sewa na ¢ changes from
ordinary [a] and [e] to [o] and [a], not consistently, but nevertheless according to an
obvious tradition, because different readers usually agree in the ordinary and special reali-
zations of these vowel signs. According to my informants the festive and glorification
styles are used in special services, and the latter style especially during the Great Festivals
(pésah, Savu ot, sukkot) and also during the feast of simhat tora. According to AHA
qames gadol = [0] is not realized in texts recited during yom kippir (Day of Atonement).
Characteristic of the glorification style is also that the reading tempo slows up, the melody
becomes richer in nuances and the pronunciation becomes more careful.

Esther 8:14b—16 is an example of those sections of Esther where the reading tradition
of that scroll requires a change in musical motives and reading tempo (Herzog 1971b,
c. 1058). Among the Cochin Jews this is realized in such a way that the congregation
recites these sections first and after that the reader repeats it. The reading tempo is very
slow (in the above mentioned section 13 words per minute) and the melody changes to
drawn out ‘singing’. A noteworthy fact concemning these sections and other biblical pas-
sages in my tapes, where the cantillation style was changed from the festive style to what I
have called ‘glorification’ style was that the above-mentioned ‘special’ realizations of
qgames gadol [0] and Sewa na “ [a] tend to accumulate in passages and sections recited in
the glorification style. From here on I shall indicate in italics every special or ‘festive’
games gadol and Sewa na .

The mother tongue of the Cochin Jews is Malayalam, which belongs to the
Dravidian family of languages, and it is the official language of the State of Kerala. I have
famniliarized myself with the phonology of this language by studying M. V. Sreedhar’s
article Phonology of the Cochin dialect of Malayalam (1972), so that I could distinguish
the influence of Malayalam on the pronunciation of Hebrew.
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3.1. Transcriptions
3.1.1. Principles of transcription

d = a voiced dental fricative

0 = a voiced post-dental fricative
¢ = an unvoiced alveolar affricate
x = an unvoiced velar fricative

% = an unvoiced uvular fricative

a etc. = an ultra-short vowel
a.a = a glide

ai = a diphthong

a = a stressed vowel

4 = a long stressed vowel

a: = an ultra-long unstressed vowel (due to melodic reading)

a:=

an ultra-long stressed vowel (due to melodic reading)

o = a ‘festive’ games gadol
a = a ‘festive’ Sewa na*

3.1.2. Psalm 113
(reader: Rabbi Avraham Hay Avraham; festive melody).

(1)

(2)
(3)
4)
(5
(6)
(7
8)
©)

a:lleli yo:

’allelit avdéi adonai alle:lii ed Sem adoni:y
yei Sem adona:y mevo:ra:x me.atti ve.dd old:m
mimmizrih $émes$ ’ad mevo:.6 me.ulldl Sem ’adoni:y
ra:m al gol go.im adonai al assamaim kevodo
mi ka.adonai elo.éinu ammagbi.i lasa:béd
’ammaspili lir6d bas$amiim uba.ires

meyimi me.afar dal me.aspot yarim evyon
leho$ivi im nedibim ’im nedibéi ’amméo
moSibi: akéred abba:.id *ém bani:m semehd:
’a:llelii ya:

115
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3.1.3. Esther 1:1-15
(reader: Yitshak Nissim; festive melody)?

(1) va:i.i: bi:mé: ’ahasve:ro:5 hii: ’ahasverds amoléx mehédu ve.ad kiis
§éva ve’esri:m ume.6: medind:

(2)  bayo:mi:m ho:hé:m keséved *ammélex ’ahasvero:§ a:l kissé malxudéd
asé:r besudan habiré:

(3) bisnad $alo:$ lemolxd: ’0:56: misté: la:x6l sardv va’avadiav heil paras
umadai hapartemim vesaré: amediné:0 lafoné:v

(4)  be.ar’odd: ed 6Ser kevod malxudo: ve.éd yeka:r tif’é:red gedulladé
yamim rabim Sgmoni:m uma.id yo:m

(5) uvimlo:0 ayomim ho.é:lle ’o0:sé: amé:lex lexél ha’am hanimce.im
besusan habird lemigaddl ve.ad katin misté Siv’4d yamim baxacér
gind:0 bita:n hamé:lex

(6) xii:r karpas udxéled ’a:xii:z bexavléi biis ve.argami:n al geliléi
késef ve.amudéi SeS mitod zahdv vaxésef al ricpad bahat vasé:s
veda:r vesoxa:red

(7) vehask6:0 bixléi zéhov vexelim mikelim Sonim veyéin malx{id ra:v
kya:d hamé:lex

(8) vehasSetiyd: kaddad ein ’oné:s ki xen yisad hamélex al kol rav beid 6
la.as6d Kirco:n ’i:§ vo’i:§

(9) gam wasti hamalké: 6:sto misté nasim beid amalxid asé:r lamélex
’ahaSvero:s

(10) baydém hasevi’i: ketév lev hamélex baya:.in ’ami:r limhuman bizda
xarvona bigdad va.avagda zedar vexarkas Siv’ad  asarisi:m
hames$a:rdi:m ed penéi amélex ahaSverd:s

(11) laho:vi: ed wasti hamalké: lifnéi hamélex bexéder malxid lehar’6d
ha’amim vehasarim ed yofya ki tova:0 mar’é: i

(12) vatema.én hamalké wasti: lavé bidvar hamélex aSér beyad asarisim
vayikc6f hamélex me.6:d vahamad6: bo.ard bo:

(13) vayomer hamé:lex lahaxamim yodéi ha.itim ki xen devir hamélex
lifnéi kol yod’é:y da:8 vadi:n

(14) vehakarév ’ela:v kar$éna Seda:r ’adma:da: tar$i§ merés marseni
memuxan $iv’ad saréi paras umada:y ro.¢i penéi amélex hayoSvi:m
riSonid bammalxi{:d

(15) kedad ma la.aso6:0 bamalka wasti al asér 160 asda ed ma.amar hamélex
ahasvéros beya:d hasarisi:m

According to YN, this particular melody was used in the Katavum bhagam synagogue in
Ernakulam.
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The words pronounced differently by Mordekay Eliyahu in Esther 1:1-15:

Verse 1: §éba (vs. YN: §éva)

Verse 2: keSébed (keséved)

Verse 3: va’abadav (va’avadadv)

Verse 4: kebéd (kevéd)

Verse 5: sib’at (5iv’'dd)

Verse 6: behabléi (bexaviéi)

Verse 7: zahav (zdhov)

Verse 10: hasebi’i:, hasorisi:m, hameSo:rdi:m (hasevi’i:, asarisi:m, hamesa:rdi:m)

Verse 11: l@’0:bi:, toba:d (laho:vi:, tovd:d)

Verse 12: hamalka, lab6, bidbar, aso:risim, ba’ara (hamalké, lavé, bidvdr,
asarisim, bo.ard)

Verse 14: vehakaroéb, §ib’a0 (vehakarov, §iv’ 4d)

Verse 15: hasorisi:m (hasarisi:m)

3.1.4. Esther 8:14b-16
(reader: Mordekay Eliyahu; glorification melody)

(14b) vehadda:0 nitteni: beSu:Sa:n habbi:rd:

(15) umorde:xa:y yocé: milifné: hamé:le:xe: bile:vii:§ male:xi:5¢
taxé:le:de: vo:hiir wa:té:re:d zo:hé:v ga:do:l6: wa:daxe:ri:x bii:c®
wa:.argomad:n vaho:’i:r Su:$a:n caha:ld: wa:so:me:xé:

(16) layehu:di:m ho:ydd: o:rd: wa:simxd: veso:so:n vi:kd:r

3.1.5. Exodus 19:1-13
(reader: Avraham Hay Hayyam; ordinary melody)

(1) baho:dé:5 haselisi: lecét bené yisra.él® me’é:re:c micra:yim bayom
hadé ba:.u: midbar sina:y

(2) vayis’i me:rfidi:m vayabd:.u: midba:r sindi vaya:hanii bammidbar
vayithdn Sam yisra:.é:1 né:ge:d a:.a:r

(3) mosé ’ald el ha:.elohim vayiyra ’ela:v adoniai min a.i:r lemor ko:
tomar levéid ya.a:yov vetagé:d livné:y yisra:.é:l

(4) ’até:m re.idé:m ’asé:r ’asi:ti: lemisra:yim va:.e:ssi: ’eOxém ’al
kanfé:y neSa:ri:m va’avi ’edxé:m ’ela:y

(5) ve.atd: im Samd:.a: tiSme:.G: beyoli Smartém ed be:ridi vi:yitém Ii
segulla: mikél ha.a:mmi:m ki li: kol ha.i:re:s

(6) ve.até:m ti:yd li: mamlé:xe:d ko:hani:m vegdi yados e:llé debari:m
’asér tedabbé:r benéi yisra.é:l
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(@) vayavo: mosé: vayiyra: ledikné:y ha:.d:m vaya:sé:m lifne:yhém °’éd
kol hadeba:ri:m ha.é:lle: asé:r civva:hi: ado:na:y

(8) ya.a:ni: kol ha’d:m ya:dav vayo:mru: ko:l asér dibér ado:na:y
na.a:sé: vaya:Se:b mosé: et dibré a.i:m ’el ado:na:y

9) vayo:me:r ado:na:y el mos$é: hinné: a:noxi: ba: elé:xa: be.dv e:.anin
ba.a:bii:r yiSma: a.Am bedabberi: immix vegdm bexd ya.a:mi:nii:
le.o:la:m vayegéd moSé: ’et divré ha.a:m ’el ado:na:y

(10) vayo:mé:r adona:y el mo$é lé:x ’el ha’i:m veyiddasti:m hayd:m
umaha:r vexibbe:sii: simlo:ti:m

(11) ve.ayii nexo:nim °¢layom haseli:§i: Kki: bayom haseli:si: yeré:d
adoné:y le.einéi kol ha’a:m ’al ha:r si:na:y

(12)  vehigbalti: ed ha.d:m sabi:v lemoé:r isSa:mri: laxé:m a:l6t ba.ar
ungo6.a beyasé:hu: kol hanogé.a ba.d:r m6:0 yumé:6

(13) 16 tiga: bo: ya:d ki say6:1 yissayé:l ’6 yard iyyaré ’im be.e:mi: ’im
’i5 16 yihiyé: bimsé:x hayo:bé:l hé:mma: ya.a:li: ba:.a:r

4. THE REALIZATIONS OF HEBREW CONSONANTS AND VOWELS

4.1. The Laryngeals Y ,7 7 8

N = complete loss [¢] or [*] (glottal stop) are equally common at the beginning of a
word, e.g. [a§é:r] WY, [a:xi:z] MM (Esther 1:2,6). In the middle of a word after a
vowelless consonant, it retains its full consonantal value [’], e.g. [tif’é:red] N7 KON
(Esther 1:4), rarely [¢] in this position, e.g. [lirdd] m&"l'? (Psalm 113:6). Between
vowels it is usually reduced to a glide, e.g. [uba.ares] )82 (Psalm 113:6).

iT = [h] (unvoiced laryngeal fricative), e.g. [ha’am] QY77 (Esther 1:5). There is
notable consistency with what is said above about the pronunciation of 'aleph at the
beginning of a word and between vowels, e.g. [amedin6:8] N727, [ammélex]
72m7 (Esther 1:3,2), [be.e:ma:] M2 (Exodus 19:13), [me.ullal] 57772 (Psalm
113:3). Sometimes [@] at the end of a closed syllable, with the lengthening of the
preceding vowel, e.g. [tizyll] 17N (Exodus 19:6). He mappicatum (i) is not pro-
nounced, e.g. [yofya] m’8* (Esther 1:11).

D =[’] and complete loss are common at the beginning of a word, e.g. [*asi:ti:]
0D (Exodus 19:4), [avdéi] *72D (Psalm 113:1), and the first-mentioned realization
also inside a word, e.g. [8iv’ad] NYIW (Esther 1:14), in this position complete loss is
rare, ¢.g. [yodéi] "Y1 (Esther 1:13). Between vowels it tends to be reduced to a glide as
‘aleph, e.g. [la.aso6d) NWY? (Esther 1:8).
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4.2. The Velars P 2 ,2 1

M = [x] (unvoiced velar fricative),* e.g. [baxacéar] 812 (Esther 1:5). Even more
commonly it tends to be realized as [h], e.g. [vahamado:] ANRm (Esther 1:12). Once
there is complete loss at the end of a closed syllable: [ya:dav] 777’ (Exodus 19:8).

D = [K] (unvoiced velar stop), e.g. [ka.adonai] 71312 (Psalm 113:5).

D =[x],e.g. [vexibbe:sii:] 10221 (Exodus 19:10). This consonant retains always
its full phonetic value.

P = [k], e.g. [vehasko:d] MpYT (Esther 1:7). Sometimes, mostly in postvocalic
position [y] (unvoiced uvular fricative, see Morag 1971: c. 1133), this realization was
fairly often heard in the reading of AHA, e.g. [meyimi] *2°R7 (Psalm 1132

4.3. The Palatals U ) 3 2

3, 1 = [g] (voiced palatal stop), e.g. [go.im] 0" (Psalm 113:4), [né:ge:d] T}
(Exodus 19:2).

* = [y] (voiced palatal semi-vowel), e.g. [yisra.é:l] Y81 (Exodus 19:6), it is
sometimes reduced to a glide of [a] or [0] or complete loss in the following combination:
vowel + yod + hireq, e.g. [baya:.in] 12 (Esther 1: 10), [go.im] 02 (Psalm 113:4),
[basSamaim] 02W2 (Psalm 113:6).

¥ = [§] (unvoiced palato-alveolar sibilant), e.g. [mosé:] YR (Exodus 19:9).

4.4. The Alveolars & 1 ¥ 0 2 =8

T = [z] (voiced alveolar sibilant), e.g. [zeBar] 7] (Esther 1:10). Sometimes it is
realized intervocalically as [d] (voiced dental fricative). I could not discern any system in
this realization, e.g. [hadé] 11377 (Exodus 19:1).9

'7 = [1] (voiced alveolar lateral), e.g. [’allelii] -'5‘7'?3 (Psalm 113:1).

1 = [n] (voiced alveolar nasal), e.g. [nasim] 2*%) (Esther 1:9).

O = [s] (unvoiced alveolar sibilant), e.g. [paras] 072 (Esther 1:3).

¥ = [c] (unvoiced alveolar affricate), e.g. [micra:yim] 0'7%n (Exodus 19:1),
sometimes, without a phonetic explanation [s], e.g. [lemisra:yim] 0*8n7 (Exodus
19:4).

This last mentioned realization is common in Hebrew words, which the Cochin Jews
use in their vernacular language, e.g. [massa] (7¥72) (Katz & Goldberg 1993: 203).

4

[ts pronunciation is rather weak, sometimes the friction is hardly audible.

5 In the Malayalam sound system there is no sound corresponding to it. According to AHA, P which
does not have dages should be realized as (] | heard it also in the spoken Hebrew of YN, e.g.
[pasiy ] P109. Cf. on this same post-vocalic realization of P in the pronunciation tradition of the
Aleppo community in Katz 1981: 10.

6

It seems to be an interference from the Malayalam sound system.



120 JARMO FORSSTROM

7 = [r] (voiced apicoalveolar trill), e.g. [xii:r] 737 (Esther 1:6).
U = [s] (unvoiced alveolar sibilant), e.g. [saréi] 2 (Esther 1:14).

4.5. The Dentals O 0 0 ,7 7

T and 7 = [d] (voiced dental stop), e.g. [da:8] N7, [beya:d] T°2 (Esther 1:13, 15).
Sometimes, without a phonetic explanation 7 is realized [d] (voiced dental fricative), e.g.
[ve.ad] 11, [kevodd] 17323 (Psalm 113: 2, 4).

O = [t] (unvoiced dental stop), e.g. [katan] 107 (Esther 1:5).

{1 =[t], e.g. [tedabbé:r] 2377 (Exodus 19:6).

N = [8) (voiced post-dental fricative),” e.g. [malxiid] m:‘;rg (Esther 1:7). Only
rarely has it plosive realization, e.g. [me.aspot] NESUNZ (Psalm 113:7).

4.6. The Labials © B 2 1,2 ,2

2 = [b] (voiced bilabial stop), e.g. [bayém] 012 (Esther 1:10).

2 = [v] (voiced labiodental fricative), e.g. [ya.a:xdv] 2P’ (Exodus 19:3);
however, the most striking ‘Malayalamism’ in the Cochinite pronunciation of Hebrew is
the occasional plosive [b] realization of 2, e.g. [nedibim] 2°2°77] (Psalm 113:8).

1= [v] (voiced labio-dental fricative), e.g. [civva:hii:] 3% (Exodus 19:7). [w] is
sometimes substituted for it at the beginning of a word, when [a] follows, e.g. [wasti]
MY, [wa:té:re:8] N0V (Esther 1:9; 8:15).8

{2 = [m] (voiced bilabial nasal), e.g. [yamim] 22} (Esther 1:4).

D = [p] (unvoiced bilabial stop), e.g. [penéi] *22 (Esther 1:14).

9 = [f] (unvoiced labio-dental fricative), e.g. [me.afar] 7DYR (Psalm 113:7), al-
though [f], like [v], is a ‘foreign’ sound to the speaker of Malayalam, in my material did I
hear the substitution of [p] for it only once by AHH in Joshua 1:5 [lepa:né:xa:] 7°197.

7 The regularity of this realization demonstrates that Shlomo Morag (1971: c. 1132) is right when he
includes this reading tradition among those traditions which have preserved the fricative realization
of n.

8 This sound being the nearest equivalent of [v], which is non-existent in the Cochin dialect of
Malayalam.

9

I have at my disposal a cassette recorded by Ms, Hanna Harviainen in Cochin in 1995, where Syrian
Christians of the city of Cochin read passages from the New Testament in Syriac. In their reading the
substitution of [p] for [f] is more common, e.g. [leké:pa:] RDRDY, [vestahlap®] n2rnuNy,
(Mark 9:1). The Jews and Syrian Christians in Cochin have, interestingly, similar and comparable
linguistical settings, both have Malayalam as their mother tongue and closely-related Semitic lan-
guages as their liturgical language. Nowadays, however, among the Syrian Christians in this area,
Syriac is increasingly being displaced in the liturgy by standard Malayalam (Asher & Simpson
1994: 552). 1 am planning to acquire more recordings of the recitation of biblical texts by the Syrian
Christians and to make a description of their pronunciation tradition of Syriac. This in turn will
yield interesting comparative material with regard to the pronunciation tradition of Hebrew among
the Cochin Jews.
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4.7. Dages forte

Dages forte = [C, CC] with varying consistency,!® e.g. [’amoléx] T7%1,
[’ammélex] T72%7 (Esther 1:1, 2). Nevertheless there is an obvious weakening process
of the gemination taking place in this pronunciation tradition. This manifests itself in
numerous cases where the gemination is not realized, e.g. [mikelim] 2°721 (Esther 1:7),
[dibér] 727 (Exodus 19:8), etc. The ongoing process in this respect is especially mani-
fested in words where the consonant following the article has §ewa; often in these cases,
even though there is no gemination, the Sewa is still pronounced, e.g. [vehaSetiys:]
ﬂ",DQjD] (Esther 1:8), [hadeba:ri:m] 2°7277 (Exodus 19:7). It seems that this pronun-
ciation tradition stands at the mid-point of the process: *[haddebarim] > [hadebarim] >
*[hadbarim].

4.8. The vowels

Sureq- qibbus = [u] (rounded, close back vowel), there is no discernible plene-
defective distinction, e.g. [gedulladé] NP1 73 (Esther 1:4), [segull:] 739 (Exodus
19:5).

Holem = [0] (rounded, close-mid back vowel), there is no discernible plene-defective
distinction, e.g. [Samé:.a:] Y20, [ungé.a] Y231 (Exodus 19:5, 12).

Qames gadol = [a] (open front vowel), e.g. [dal] ‘J‘-j (Psalm 113:7). When certain
recitation melodies are used, it is sometimes realized as [o] (rounded, close-mid back
vowel), e.g. [z6hov] 2171 (Esther 1:7), see below chapter 6.

Qames gatan = [0] (rounded, close-mid back vowel), e.g. [lemolx6:] '13'7335
(Esther 1:3).

Patah = [a] (open front vowel), e.g. [bedabberi:] *1272 (Exodus 19:9), i.e. there
is no distinction between patah and games gadol.

Sere = [e] (open-mid front vowel), e.g. [yeré:d] 77 (Exodus 19:11).

Sere male = [ei], e.g. [heil] 917 (Esther 1:3). A less common realization is [e], e.g.
[dibré] *727 (Exodus 19:8).

Segol = [e] (open-mid front vowel), e.g. [§émes] UnW (Psalm 113:3), there is no
discernible plene-defective distinction, e.g. [elé:xa:] ‘]“7h (Exodus 19:9), [dera:xé:xa:]
7277 (Joshua 1:8).

Hireq = [i] (close front vowel), e.g. [vi:yitém] 0571 (Exodus 19:5), there is no
discernible plene-defective distinction, e.g. [vexelim] ':I"'?:_}] (Esther 1:7), [va’avi]
NIW) (Exodus 19:4).

10 1n Psalm 113 AHA realized all consonants that have dages forte as doubled consonants. In Malay-
alam which is the mother tongue of the Cochin Jews, the gemination of certain consonants is
phonemic, this fact has for its part supported the preservation of gemination in this language
tradition.
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Sewa na < = [e] (open-mid front vowel), at the beginning of a word, e.g. [semehd ]
.-rr;mw (Psalm 113:9). In the middle of a word Sewa is ‘mobile’ after Sewa quiescens and
after a geminated consonant, e.g. [hanimce.im] D*8X37 (Esther 1: 5), [vexibbe:sii:]
03221 (Exodus 19:10). Sometimes the gemination is not realized, but the Sewa is still
pronounced, e.g. [haselisi:] *W*ui7 (Exodus 19:1). Sewa after a ‘long vowel’ is not
pronounced, e.g. [ricpad] N9¥7, [hayosvi:m] 0°3Y*7, [veharxoki:m] 2°PIN7M
(Esther 1:6, 14; 9:20), [me:rfidi:m] 0°7°9772 (Exodus 19:2)."'! In other positions
complete loss of fewa na “is rare, e.g. [sfari:m] 0°720 (Esther 1:22).

When an exceptionally drawn-out recitation melody is used, the normally un-
pronounced Sewa’'im are ‘revived’, e.g. [bile:vii:§] Wﬂ:‘;: (Esther 8:15), and at the end
of a word there is a tendency to pronounce a helping vowel, e.g. [taxé:le:de:] i“b::m
(Esther 8:15); these ‘melodic helping vowels’ even have ultra-long realizations.

When certain recitation melodies are used, a Sewa at the beginning of a word is
sometimes pronounced [a] (open front vowel), e.g. [lafond:v] 1‘;2‘? (Esther 1:3),
[ga:do:1é:] n?‘i‘l; (Esther 8:15). (On this melody-motivated ‘festive’ [a] realization, see
below chapter 7.)

Hatef patah = [a] (open front vowel), e.g. [va’avadav] 77201 (Esther 1:3). All
hatefs, as the above discussed Sewa na © are pronounced as short vowels,

Hatef segol = [e] (open-mid front vowel), e.g. [elo.éinu] 3°778 (Psalm 113:5).

Hatef games = [0] (rounded, close-mid back vowel), e.g. [hodasim] 0077 (Esther
2:12). A games preceding a hatef games has the typical ‘Sephardi’ realization [a], e.g.
[na.omi] *2Y] (Ruth 1:2).

Stress. The Cochin Jews adhere admirably to the Tiberian rules of stress distribution. The
vowel length is mostly dependent on the melodic reading not on the location of stress, or
on morphological considerations. The fact that in Malayalam as a general rule the stress is
on the first syllable is betrayed only rarely in their reading, e.g. [zéhov] 2111 (Esther 1:7).

The vowel system of this reading tradition of Hebrew is identical to that of the so-called
Sephardi traditions, ie. there are the five vowel qualities: a, e, i, o and u, and the
realization of games as [a] in the combination games + laryngeal + hatef games (cf.
above), is a rule also in this tradition. However, the origin of the ‘festive’ realizations of
qames gadol and Sewa na < has to be sought in another realm of traditions.

'l The §ewa of 7 in these kind of cases is also not read in the tradition of the Aleppo community, cf.

Katz 1981: 57. And under certain condition also in the tradition of the Baghdadi community, cf.
Morag 1977: 71.
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5. THE INFLUENCE OF THE SPOKEN LANGUAGE ON THE
PRONUNCIATION OF HEBREW

The standard knowledge of Hebrew among the Cochin Jews has been exceptionally high
in the case of everyone — men, women, and children. This community never experienced a
shortage of Torah readers in the public services. As in the most Orthodox communities,
Jewish education in Cochin begins at the age of three, and two or three years later a boy
has his first public reading of the haphtara. In addition to the bar mitzva, most of the men
of Cochin have also attained so-called ‘lay chazzan ordination’, which requires mastery of
the entire, elaborate Cochin minhag (system of religious observances, see Katz & Gold-
berg 1993: 240-243). Because of this profound education the influence of the Malayalam
vernacular on Hebrew has remained minor.

A comparison between the sound systems of Hebrew and the Cochin dialect of
Malayalam (Forsstrom 1995: 41-46) indicates that there are five consonantal sounds in
Hebrew which do not have equivalents in Malayalam, viz. [*], [v], [z], [x] and [f]. The
most striking malayalamisms are heard in the pronunciations of [v] and [z], which are
sometimes substituted by [b] and [d] respectively; the best preserved of these five is [f];
only once did I hear it substituted by [p]. In all, this reading tradition of biblical Hebrew
too has admirably ‘resisted’ the constant onslaughts of the Malayalam sound system.'?
This becomes even more obvious when we observe the pronunciation of Hebrew words
which the Cochin Jews use in their vernacular, i.e. outside the strict rules of the tradition,
e.g. [seliyot] nin*‘?q (the name of certain prayers, see Katz & Goldberg 1993: 169).
The occasional realization of Hebrew X as [s] is one of the hallmarks of Cochinite ‘sweet-
sounding’ Hebrew (ibid.: 201); this may be a reflex of the older pronunciation of this
consonant. The [c] realization of it on the other hand seems to belong to ‘Sephardi
imports’ in this reading tradition.

6. THE MELODY-MOTIVATED PRONUNCIATION OF
QAMES GADOL AS [0]

The only systematic trait in this phenomenon is that it tends to accumulate in passages and
sections recited in glorification style, and that it is occasionally present in festive style and
totally absent in ordinary style. In my recordings I have almost the whole book of Esther
recited in festive style, except for four sections in it which are recited in glorification style,
viz. (2:3b-5, 22b-23, 7:9b-10, 8:14b—16. As for the last mentioned section, see the
transcription in chapter 3.1.4). When the reader recited in festive style, there were only
occasional ‘festive’ gemasim. But when the recitation style changed into glorification
style, these sections were first recited by the congregation, and when they had finished,
the reader recited the same section once more. The melody was changed to drawn out

12 Cf. the similar observations made by Shlomo Morag (1963: 271) on the reading tradition of the
Jews of Yemen.
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‘singing’, and the reading tempo slowed down from the average 72 to 13 words per
minute, and almost every games gadol in these sections was pronounced [o]. My
informants in the recordings, when asked, could not give any plausible reason for this
‘festive pronunciation’, even AHA (rabbi) could only say: ‘Our fathers had it this way’.
In my sample text recited in ordinary style (Exodus 19:1-13) there is one ‘exception
which proves the rule’ in verse 12, viz. [yum&:8] N37*, which was the sole instance in
the ordinary style texts in the whole recorded material. Probably the immediately
preceding infinitive absolute [mé:0] N2 is the cause of this ‘exception’. In this con-
nection it is worth mentioning also the two cases in which ME, when he was reading the
book of Esther in festive style, realized patah as [0]: [veyid’appdk] P28, [tobbatd]
npaw (Esther 5:10, 8:2).

As in the performance of prayer and cantillation melodies in the synagogue, a certain
amount of individual freedom (see Herzog 1971a: c. 1103) is also allowed in the ‘festive
pronunciation’. As I have mentioned above in chapter 3, I had certain passages in my
recordings which were recited by different readers and also with different cantillation
styles. I have, for instance, Psalm 113 recited by three different readers (AHA, YN and
Nehemya Nehemya), who recited it in ordinary, festive and glorification styles. When the
Psalm was recited in ordinary style, there were no occurrences of ‘festive’ games. In the
recitations of AHA and YN in festive style, they gave the ‘festive realization’ to exactly
the same gemasim (three occurrences, cf. the transcription above in chapter 3.1.2). YN
also recited this Psalm in glorification style and added to these three occurrences one
additional festive games [abboni:m] 0127 (Psalm 113:9). 1 also have Esther 1:1-15
recited by two different readers (YN and ME) in festive style and they were not as
unanimous as the previous readers: in three words where YN gives ‘festive’ realization to
games ME does not, and in four cases where ME gives ‘festive’ realization to games YN
does not agree (i.e. pronounces it [a], cf. the transcription and the list of words in which
ME's pronunciation differs from that of YN, chapter 3.1.3).

The nearest Jewish communities where the pronunciation of games gadol is
comparable to the ‘festive pronunciation’ of the Cochin Jews are found in some Persian-
speaking communities and in the majority of the Jewish communities of Yemen. In these
communities the regular pronunciation of games gadol is [4]."3 The Cochin Jews had
age-old connections with the Jews of Yemen, especially with the community of Aden
(Katz & Goldberg 1993: 99).

This melody-motivated ‘festive pronunciation’ of the Cochin Jews is as far as I
know unique in the whole Jewish world. Johanna Spector says, in her study of the
Shingly prayer tunes of the Cochin Jews, that individuals who are learned or who have a
beautiful voice or both of these qualities, can influence a community through the syna-
gogue. As an example she mentions the Jews of Iran, who were influenced this way by
the Baghdadi musical tradition, which eventually superseded the original Persian tradition
almost completely. According to Spector (1969: 247-251), the religious music (cantilla-

13 Shlomo Morag (1963: 100) defines the Yemenite pronunciation more closely. According to him,
most of the Yemenite communities (including Aden) realize the games as a rounded lower-mid back
vowel [0], which in the vicinity of the laryngeals and the emphatic consonants approaches to [4].



The Pronunciation Tradition of Biblical Hebrew among the Jews of Cochin 125

tion of the Bible and prayer-song, especially the ‘Shingly tunes’) of the Cochin Jews
shows strong traces of Yemenite and Babylonian (Kurdish) styles and hardly any
European-Sephardic influence. The Shingly tunes have the same effect on the pronuncia-
tion of certain gemasim and Sewa’im in prayers, as the festive and glorification melodies
have in the recitation of biblical texts. 1 give here the transliteration of Aredet Sefatenu by
Johanna Spector.'* The indication of the ‘festive’ realizations in italics is by me:

areshet safotenu dazia o horahamon hu yerahem olenu
veyishma veyaazin viyakshiv vayaane Ikhol tefilotenu ulkhol
tefilat tekinat amo kol bet yisroel veyifkedenu beraamim
uverotson mile lonu veyaane venishma teruotenu veimru omen

The age-old relations of the Cochin Jews with the Yemenite Jews seem to present
themselves as a plausible explanation for the origin of the ‘festive pronunciation’ of
games gadol (and Sewa na ‘). As Johanna Spector has put it in the case of Shingly tunes:
“Is it ancient heritage or the influence of Yemenite individuals who came and settled here
like Eliyahu Adni or Salih and taught the Cochinis the tunes of their country?” (Spector
1969: 250).

In the case of games gadol = [0] there is also one ‘domestic’ reason which may have
supported its survival in the ‘festive’ pronunciation of the Cochin Jews. In the Hindu
liturgy there is a so-called ‘sacred ém syllable’, which represents Brahman and has been
considered sacrosanct in Hinduism for about three millennia. This ém syllable is realized
in the liturgy as a drawn out [0-0-0]. Most reminiscent of the Jewish ‘festive’ games is
the substitution of the last vowel and following consonant(s) by this 6m syllable in every
verse of the Rig-Veda recited by a Hotar priest in nowadays rare Srauta rituals (Parpola
1981: 195, 201). I think that it is not too far-fetched to postulate interreligious influence in
this respect, because the influence of the local Hindu context has also been detected in
other aspects of the minhag of the Cochin Jews (Katz & Goldberg 1993: 51). The Jews
must have become familiar with these sounds even though they do not enter the Hindu
shrines. This is the case even today in the Paradesi synagogue in Cochin, where the Jews
hear the music and prayers from the nearby Hindu temple (ibid.: 65). As an interesting
contemporary example of this kind of interreligious influence is the indigenization process
of “The Church of South India’ (Protestant). In accordance with this trend, the United
Theological College in Bangalore held ‘Experimental Worship Services used in celebrat-
ing some Indian Festivals’ during the years 1971-1973. Among other things the sacred
syllable 6m was included in the order of worship in certain hymns and blessings.!?

This domestic influence may in its part explain the ‘protracted 0-0-0’ typical of
Shingly tunes (and of the glorification style!) which Spector (1969: 250) speculated as
possibly having its origin in Kerala, or else being an indigenous Jewish development in
Cochin.

14 Spector 1969: 263-264. This prayer is recited with a Shingly tune. In her work J. S. does not pay
any attention to the peculiarities of pronunciation.

15 Hansen 1986: 242-244. 1 am indebted to Professor Asko Parpola, who informed me about this.
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7. THE MELODY-MOTIVATED PRONUNCIATION
OF SEWA NA<AS [a]

As far as I know, this feature in the Cochinite pronunciation of Hebrew has remained
unnoticed, even by those who have noticed the pronunciation of games gadol as [o].
Although it appears in the transcription of AreSet Sefatenu by Johanna Spector, she does
not make any comment on it, in the same way as she does not say anything about games
gadol = [0]. This pronunciation of Sewa na ¢ as [a] has turned out to be the most impor-
tant clue as to the probable origin of these melody-motivated ‘festive’ pronunciations.

In almost the whole book of Esther (1:1-4:5, 5:10-9:31) recited by ME, which I
have at my disposal, all the cases of §fewa na “ = [a] (28 occurrences) are at the beginning
of a word and often in those words which also have a ‘festive’ games, e.g. [la:x6l
sarév] 10939, [famoni:m] 10U, [laho:vi:] K277, [vaho:*i:r] °YT) (Esther
1:3, 4, 11; 8:15). There were also two cases where a Sewa after initial Sureq (i.e. waw
copulativum), was pronounced [a], e.g. [uma.ad] N8R (Esther 1:4), [ubahagi.a]
(Esther 2:12).16 As with ‘festive’ gemasim so also ‘festive’ Sewa'im tended to accumu-
late in passages which were recited in glorification style (cf. the transcription of Esther
8:14b—16 in chapter 3.1.4). I compared the readings of ME and YN in Esther 1:1-15 as to
their agreement in the ‘festive’ realizations of fewa na . The result is that they agree com-
pletely.

The realization of fewa na  as [a] (a lower-mid unrounded back vowel) is regular in
some Persian-speaking communities, as well as the Aramaic-speaking communities of
Persian Azerbaijan. Under certain conditions this is also the realization of fewa na ¢ in the
Yemenite community and in the Aramaic-speaking communities of western Kurdistan
(Morag 1971: cc. 1137-1138). But there is no living pronunciation tradition of Hebrew in
which this realization is confined to the beginning of a word only, as is the ‘festive’ Sewa
na“ of the Cochin Jews. However, we have evidence of Sfewa na® = [a] only at the
beginning of a word in two important grammatical treatises of the Jews of Yemen, i.e.
Mahbéret at-tigdn (>3l = the crowns (of the Torah)) ha-'ivrit and Mahbéret at-tigdn
ha-’aravit, which were written, according to Shlomo Morag, no later than the twelfth
century.!” According to the first-mentioned treatise, the Hebrew mahbéret, every Sewa at
the beginning of a word which is not followed by &, 7,17, ¥ or* is pronounced as patah.
The Arabic mahbérer does not state explicitly that in the above-mentioned conditions this
is the pronunciation of a fewa only at the beginning of a word, but it is implied by the

16 In these words the Sureg has no ga‘yd and usually in such cases the following §ewa is not pro-
nounced, cf. e.g. Morag 1977: 77. If fureq has ga‘ya the following Sewa is often pronounced in the
tradition of the Yemenite Jews, cf. Morag 1963: 145-146. In my recordings I have one case of initial
Sureq with ga‘yi before a §ewa in Esther 9:24, and there the Sewa has an ultra-short realization:
[ul®.abbedd:m].

w Morag 1963, p. 2. According to Ilan Eldar they are Yemenite abridgements of the Judeo-Arabic
treatise Hidayat al-Qdri, which was written in the first half of the eleventh century probably in
Palestine. For details, see Eldar 1994: 15-16.
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examples cited there: ‘Every Sewa na“, which is not followed by 8, 7, T, 2 or °, is
pronounced always as a patah hatuf (ultrashort [?]) regardless of the timbre of the vowel
in the following syllable, e.g. "URZ, s‘."t'v:)p, YWY, 721, and if the Sewa has a ga ‘ya
(secondary tone) it is pronounced as a full patah, e.g. "R TNNN] (Psalm 119:142),
D727 (145:21)". According to Morag (1963: 161, 166), these rules have preserved an
old tradition which differentiated between the realizations of Sewa na  at the beginning
and inside a word. But it is obvious that this differentiation does not belong to the realm
of Tiberian tradition, where it is made clear that the basic realization of Sfewa na “ as [?] is
not confined to a fewa at the beginning of a word only (see Eldar 1994: 143-145).

The melody-motivated Sewa na = [a] realization of the Cochin Jews, as the pronun-
ciation of Sewa na € in general, does not follow the Tiberian rule that when it precedes one
of the ‘gutturals’, it should be realized as the vowel of that guttural, a rule which is
meticulously followed in the pronunciation tradition of the Yemenite Jews.

The pronunciation of word initial Sewa as [a] may betray the influence of the Hebrew
Mahbéret, although it seems that this peculiarity has never been a living reality in the
pronunciation tradition of the Jews of Yemen.'® However, I consider it more probable
that the scattered ‘festive’ realizations of Sewa na < (and games gadol) constitute a relic of
older pronunciation tradition which may have been followed in Yemen, at least in certain
regions, and which influenced the rules of the Mahbardr. This pronunciation tradition has
left its traces in the tradition of the Cochin Jews through the channel of their age-old con-
nections with the Yemenite Jews. These ‘petrified relics’ of the prestigious Yemenite
tradition have been deemed worthy to solemnize the recitation of texts on festive occa-
sions.

8. CONCLUSIONS

The German traveller Balthazar Springer saw Sephardi Jews in Cochin as early as 1506,
noting them to be ‘a foreign element among the pagan population of the city of Cochin.’ o
Later under Dutch rule, the ties with European Sephardi communities were only strength-
ened so that the influence of the ‘Sephardi’ pronunciation of Hebrew on that of Cochin
Jews was a matter of course. The ‘Sephardi’ adstratum in this pronunciation tradition is
first of all heard in its vowel system (cf. above chapter 4.8). On the consonantal level it
becomes evident in the pronunciation of ¥ [¢], the indigenous version of which seems to
have been [s], which occurs now and then in the pronunciation of the Cochin Jews. The
weakening process of the gemination is best interpreted to be a ‘Sephardism’ too, because
it is not supported by the Malayalam sound system (cf. above chapter 4.7). A probable
‘Sephardism’ is also heard in the pronunciation of M as [x], which competes with its
indigenous version [h]. The present realizations of 8 and D could also have developed on
the ground of the Malayalam sound system.

I8 This rule is only one example of many others, where the rules of the Mahbarét are contradictory to
the living tradition of the Jews of Yemen. See Morag 1963, p. T5-15.

19 Katz & Goldberg 1993: 63. Springer did not recognize the dusky indigenous Jews.
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The older stratum in the pronunciation tradition of the Cochin Jews seems to be
represented by the gemination, N = [8], ¥ = [s] and 1T = [h]. These may be reflexes of
Yemenite and/or certain Oriental ‘Sephardi’ pronunciations. The melody-motivated
‘festive’ games and Sewa seem also to belong to the older stratum, because they cannot be
explained on the ground of the Malayalam sound system, or ‘Sephardic’ influence. The
‘festive’ Sewa being the sole clue to the possibility that this language tradition’s old fea-
tures go back to an extinct Yemenite pronunciation tradition of Hebrew. To the influence
of the local Hindu context on the Hebrew language tradition of the Cochin Jews may
probably be ascribed the influence of the Vedic dm syllable recitations on glorification
style and Shingly tunes and on the preservation of the ‘festive’ games.
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