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A decentralized tour of repentance rituals: The journey of
the piyyut ‘Adon ha-selihot’ from Sephardic synagogues to popular
music in Israel

Netanel Cohen (Musai)

Abstract: This article investigates the journey of the piyyut "Adon Haselihot", tracing
its evolution from a liturgical hymn sung in Sephardic and Oriental Jewish
synagogues to its widespread adoption in Israeli popular culture from the mid-20th
century onward. Despite its origins in religious practice, "Adon Haselihot" has
transcended its traditional setting to become featured on public stages, both live and
digitally distributed. The study focuses on the individuals who facilitated this
transition, examining their motivations and strategies. Methodologically, this research
draws on primary sources including personal accounts and writings of the mediators
of "Adon Haselihot", employing an autoethnographic approach. This methodology is
crucial for understanding how cultural intermediaries navigated identities within a
cultural landscape influenced by Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewish traditions, Western
norms, and Zionist cultural hegemony.

The findings indicate that mediators of 'Adon Haselihot,' primarily from the Old
Yishuv and their descendants, strategically embraced positive stereotypes attributed to
Sephardic communities by early Ashkenazi Zionists. This promotion of 'Adon
Haselihot' asserted the cultural legitimacy of Sephardic traditions within the broader
Zionist narrative.

Ultimately, this study underscores the enduring significance of "Adon Haselihot" and
its mediators in reshaping Israeli musical landscapes, paving the way for what has
been termed the Piyyut Revolution. It highlights the complex dynamics of cultural
representation and identity negotiation, offering insights into the ongoing evolution of
Sephardic and Mizrahi cultural contributions within the broader Israeli cultural
mosaic.
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