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King Mohammed VI Renames 
Marrakech Neighborhood to 
Original Jewish Name

Continuing Morocco’s policy of visibly 
celebrating Jewish history and culture as 
part of the fabric of Moroccan society, King 
Mohammed VI recently instructed authori-
ties to change the street names in the Esallem 
neighborhood of Marrakech back to their 
original Jewish names. In addition, the 
original Jewish name of the neighborhood, El 
Mellah, will also be restored.
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Neta Elkayam and Amit Hai Cohen are one 
of the most interesting musical couples to ap-
pear on the Israeli scene in recent years. Born 
and raised in the working-class southern 
town of Netivot, Elkayam and Cohen, crea-
tive and life partners, have spent the past few 
years fashioning a thick, Moroccan-Jewish 
musical identity by traveling to Morocco, 
learning Arabic, writing original compo-
sitions in Judeo-Moroccan Arabic, and 

performing music inspired by the mid-20th 
century style typical of Jewish musicians 
across North Africa. For their musical pro-
jects, Elkayam sings while Cohen plays piano 
and various string instruments. 
But make no mistake, the couple’s musical 
identity isn’t simply a function of aesthetics. 
Elkayam and Cohen are deeply engaged in 
an act of cultural reclamation —researching, 
re-imagining, and, to the degree possible (...) 
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Neta Elkayam and Amit Hai Cohen are one of the most interesting musical couples to 
appear on the Israeli scene in recent years. Born and raised in the working-class south-
ern town of Netivot, Elkayam and Cohen, creative and life partners, have spent the past 
few years fashioning a thick, Moroccan-Jewish musical identity by traveling to Morocco, 
learning Arabic, writing original compositions in Judeo-Moroccan Arabic, and perform-
ing music inspired by the mid-20th century style typical of Jewish musicians across North 
Africa. For their musical projects, Elkayam sings while Cohen plays piano and various 

string instruments. 
But make no mistake, the couple’s musical identity isn’t simply a function of aesthetics. 
Elkayam and Cohen are deeply engaged in an act of cultural reclamation —researching, 
re-imagining, and, to the degree possible, reconstructing in a contemporary context the 
hybrid Jewish-Moroccan identity that was marginalized when the community moved en 
masse to Israel. Along the way they have created some of Israel’s most interesting and en-
joyable music, with Haaretz music critic Ben Shalev including their song, “Howa Jani,” in 

his top ten list for 2014-15.  

Elkayam and Cohen have performed in Israel and around the globe, including in the Unit-
ed States, Poland, and, of course, Morocco. They are now, along with some Moroccan 
friends, putting the finishing touches on their first album, which was recorded at their 

home studio in Jerusalem.

interview

the american sephardi federation: Neta and 
Amit, you have both traveled to Morocco as part 
of your interest in reclaiming a strong Moroccan-
Jewish identity. Or more simply, because you feel at 
home there. What strikes you in particular about 
the country?

amit: In Morocco you don’t learn pluralism, you 
live with it. There is respect based upon religion, 
based upon the idea of one God.  

asf: Is this pluralism reflected in the music? 

neta: Absolutely, Moroccan music is full of 
influences, from Berber, African, Arab, Spanish, 
and Andalusian elements to the French chanson. 
The different groups who passed through the 
country have always left their mark, and it seems 
that despite colonialism, elements of the occupying 
French power were preserved, and even warmly 
adopted. In my opinion, the pluralistic Moroccan 
approach embodies the capacity to absorb the 
good from other cultures, similar to the Talmudic 
teaching that, “If someone tells you there is wisdom 
among the nations, believe it.” It’s reminiscent 
of Maimonides’ adage to “hear the truth from 
whomever says it.” Remember, Maimonides lived in 
Morocco.  

amit: Morocco is a collection of different cultures, 
very similar to Israel in this respect. So it’s difficult 
to pin down the concept of Moroccan music as 
something fixed, there isn’t even one kind of 
Moroccan music that you can designate as the basis 
for others. Every ethnicity brings with it an entire 
world and sometimes you have cross-fertilization 
between different kinds of music. The Jews, for 
example, were always an inseparable part of what’s 
called, “Moroccan music.” They gave and they 
received and they created something original that 
inspired others.       

asf: What can Israeli society learn from Moroccan 
society?  

neta: The role of women in musical life. 

amit:  In Morocco you see women participate in 
the religious world, through music. 

neta: Look, a woman has something to say 
wherever she might happen to be. On the one 
hand it’s true that Jewish women didn’t sing in 
synagogue. However, this “marginalization” 
paradoxically created a large, open space outside 
the walls of the synagogue. So women’s music dealt 
with prosaic, everyday life and a woman’s personal 
experiences, love and pain, were transformed 
through music. Women also played an important 
role at weddings, births, henna ceremonies, 
circumcisions, and bar mitzvah celebrations. 
Sephardi Judaism as it exists in Israel today has 
become extreme in a way that wasn’t acceptable in 
Morocco. 

amit: Even today it’s difficult to find women’s 
orchestras in Israel, definitely not in the context 
of religious music as it’s often found in Morocco, 

where you have women’s orchestras in which they 
sing and play instruments and it’s considered 
to be natural and honorable. Today in Israel, 
women’s music has much more exposure, but still 
not in the religious context. In this respect the 
Moroccan community in Israel has become much 
more extreme and tends to be stricter like the 
Ashkenazim. 

asf: Do you listen to piyyut [liturgical poetry and 
(soul) music – ed.]? 

neta: Of course! Through piyyut l learn about 
Jewish musical styles, and Judaism. Piyyut is a 
broad, sophisticated world. The Judaism I met at 
school is different from Moroccan Judaism. There 
is this excessive concentration on Law, on marginal 
details. Piyyutim were at our Shabbat table, in the 
synagogue. 

asf: Amit? 

amit: I deeply admire Rabbi Haim Louk. Thank 
God we have Rabbi Haim Louk, he is an amazing 
source. 

asf: A question for both of you: if you could 
recommend one Moroccan musician or vocalist for 
someone interested in learning about Moroccan 
music, who would you recommend? 

neta: Without a doubt I would recommend Zohara 
al-Fasiyya, the voice that I love the most. When 
it comes to men, Salim Hallali, who succeeded 
through his music and virtuosity to break down all 
kinds of borders. 

amit: Salim Hallali, he’s colorful, rich. He sings 
every possible style, even in Yiddish, he knew to 
use different styles but remain Moroccan. He’s a 

big inspiration for us. His performances became 
classics, even though they were the most innovative 
for that period. 

asf: Please share a few words about the disk that 
you are now working on.  

neta: The disk first of all is music. Music is a 
language that transcends nations and boundaries. 
The disk also includes a mix of our Moroccan 
identity, a little Jewish, a little Berber, Muslim, 
Spanish, Mediterranean, and Israeli in a universal 
way. The songs are in Judeo-Arabic, but the 
message is for here and now. You have the woman’s 
voice and the voices of the second and third 
generation immigrant musicians from Morocco to 
Israel, and so more than ever, the music also relates 
to the future: in order to go forward, we’re seeking 
out everything that was lost and erased.  

amit: The songs on the album will all be original 
compositions, except for one. We want to make 
a Jewish Moroccan album that’s relevant for our 
life today, and that creates a number of challenges. 
Mainly, the language, the tension between what the 
Jews spoke in Morocco 60 years ago and the Arabic 
spoken today in Morocco is something that always 
comes up. Because of this we work very closely in 
the studio with people from the generation that 
moved to Israel, including Rueven Abargel [SIM: 
activist and original member of the Black Panthers] 
who, aside from being a spiritual father is also an 
Arabic speaker who understands the language’s 
nuances. Muslim Moroccan friends are also in daily 
contact with us. I listen to a lot of albums made 
by Jewish Moroccans from the 1950’s in order to 
understand what moves me in the way music is 
heard. There’s something rough and raw together 
with an emphasis on “performance” that we’re 
bringing to the album.

Neta Elkayam and Amit Hai Cohen in their living room, Jerusalem, Israel  
(Photo courtesy of Tal Shahar/Jerusalem Season of Culture)


