Yasmin. Your father Yitzhak Levy, born in
Turkey, was a cantor and composer, and a
collector of the songs of Sephardic Jews. It
seems he had a great influence on you and
your love to music. So, it was really touching to hear you sing with him Una Pastora
(on the album “Sentir”) although he died
when you were a small child. Could your
please tell us about the influence of our
mother and father on your music?
Of course they are a great part of my personality and my music. The funny thing is
that I grew up adoring my father. I was
one year and 2 month when he passed
away, and I grew up with an image that
was so dominant and big in my eyes and in
my family that this is what made it even
more difficult for me to become a singer. I
am not comparing myself to him never
ever, but I was embarrassed, I was
ashamed to sing, because for me he was
the singer of the family then it was my
mom … It took me a few years to realize
that he is dead, and that he would allow
me to sing and that he would be proud of
me. And singing this duet took me many
years because I really need a heart to do
that.

The tango allows me to be sad
In September, the Israeli singer and
songwriter Yasmin Levy presented the
new CD / DVD “TANGO”.1 Her old fans
will be surprised because they might love
her because of her Ladino2 songs, and
now she breaks out of their expectations.
The tango purists might be indignant because their `evergreens´ are presented
with a symphonic orchestra and arrangements which are quite different
from the `orquesta típica´3 tradition.
To shed some light on this project, Yasmin
Levy talks about her musical background,
her own music - and the TANGO project.

1

Continuing his musical heritage to preserve the Ladino songs to be forgotten,
you recorded so far 5 CDs. Your last albums were a fascinating mix of traditional
ladino songs flavored with Flamenco, Turkish and Persian music. Also your beautiful
own songs attracted a growing international audience. Now, for your 6th album,
called TANGO, you started to interpret ten
well-known tangos of Argentine composers from the first half of the last century,
several from the so called “Golden Age of
Tango”. Is this a step backwards in time

ADAMA Music (www.adamamusicshop.com)

2

Ladino (Judeo– Spanish) is the language of the
th
Spanish Jews expelled in the 15 century from
Spain, with influences from different countries of
the Mediterranean, i.e. Turkey, Middle East, North
Africa, France etc.
3

Usually with some violins and violas, some bandoneóns, and piano and double bass as the rhythm
section.
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when the things seemed to be more “golden” than they are today?

my life without the tango from that moment and on.

It has nothing to do with the economic or
geographic situation. The beautiful thing
is, I was invited to sing with the chamber
orchestra of Netanya (Israel Netanya Kibbutz Orchestra). A few years before we
had a series of concerts all around Israel,
and it was very successful. The conductor
Yaron Gottfried4 who did all the arrangements for my album TANGO worked with
them for 16 years. and he was about to
end working with them. He said to me, “I
would like to end it with you, let´s do
something special”. It was my husband´s
idea to do tango because he loves Diego
`El Cigala´, and he said “Let´s try and do
some tango”. I grew up with tango, but I
never dreamed about singing tango.

You once said that you like sad songs because your mother´s life was so hard. In
fact, almost all of your songs have a melancholic or sad undertone (i.e., Olvidate de
mi or Triste vals). The same melancholy
can be found in the classical tango lyrics.
[Yasmin laughs] Yet, the sadness in your
songs has its own beauty because it is a
matter of truth in life. This melancholy
won´t drag you down, but encourages to
face life as it is. - What attracts you to sing
such sad songs which are far from the obligation to be `happy´?
[Laughing] You are saying exactly what I
am saying for months. Everybody used to
ask me “Why are you so melancholic, why
is every song so sad?” I found myself for
so many years having to apologize or to
explain, and suddenly this genre, the tango, allowed me to be sad with no need to
apologize. I can just be myself. And as
much as I have looked for happy songs… - I
never look for happy songs, you know, it´s
just a joke [laughing]. I was so happy that
finally this is like I have found a home for
my soul, for my sadness, and it allows me
to be sad. This is one of the greatest gifts
in my life, the sadness, this is my fountain.
When I am happy, as much as I try, I cannot create. It is funny because I am begging for sadness sometimes, because this
brings the artists out of me. If I am happy,
I am dealing with my housekeeping things,
I am dealing with life, with normal life, I
am not being the artist I am; I cannot write
music, I cannot create, and I suffer from
this. So I need this sadness. And tango
brings me so much joy, my God, because
this is the sadness… It seems to me that I

For this project – after taking my baby to
sleep – I started to sit at night and listen
for tango. First of all I listened of course to
Carlos Gardel, for he is like the ground,
like the `tierra´ of the tango in all. He was
the school for me. Then I started to hear
more and more singers, hundreds of
songs. I was looking for songs for about a
year. One night I discovered Roberto `El
Polaco´ Goyeneche. I can tell you, there
are many singer that make you hear a
song, but `Polaco´ Goyeneche made me
see the song. He made me see the tango.
He almost did not sing, he was almost talking and acting, but you could believe every
word that came out of his mouth. He
showed me the essence of the tango, the
sorrow, the hope, the heart broken, the
disturbed. I fell in love with the tango. I
sing `thank you´ to Goyeneche. I can´t see
4

Composer, pianist, and principal conductor of the
Netaniya-Kibbutz Orchestra
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the songs for this TANGO project, and who
inspired your interpretations?

was born to it. So I am just in the beginning of a process, it’s the beginning of a
great affair, a great love with the tango in
myself. I assume that few years from now
I will manage to create my own tango, the
Yasmin Tango. So, it’s the beginning of a
long way I assume.

I had no rule while choosing those songs. I
sat at night, and it was the most intimate
thing I have ever done, just with myself,
with a glass of wine - every night, night by
night listening to songs. There were two
songs, “Los mareados” and “La ultima curda”, I think I either was too stupid and
ignorant or maybe I was so brave to touch
them because they are like the hardest
songs ever… I think you should be tango,
you should live tango and love tango so
well to sing them. I don´t know how I can
allow myself to sing them – they killed me
in a good way. I just couldn´t let them go, I
just listened to my heart when I chose
those songs.

Is it different to sing ladino-flamencos or
classical tangos?

Just a small example to let you understand
what I am feeling with Goyeneche and
with the tango: The tango is really drama,
so many emotions that you can bring out
while singing the tango and dancing. There
is the song “Los mareados”, and he says to
her [Yasmin sings it]: “Rara… como encendida / te hallé bebiendo / linda y fatal...”5.
He says to her: My love, you are so drunk,
and people might laugh when they see us
because we are both so drunken and miserable now. We are going to drink so
much tonight, because this is our last
night, you are becoming part of my past.
You now, they have to go separately. – It is
a heart-breaking song.

No! At the bottom of it – no; because it all
makes your heart bleed. In tango, in fado,
in ladino, in flamenco - it all comes from
peoples´ life, from their suffer, from their
way to survive life. They talk about love
and heart, from peoples´ life. It´s so true,
and so real. We are talking about songs,
one hundred, two hundred, five hundred
years old – they still survive and people
still love them. They are different from
their melodies, their rhythm, their language, but at the end of it, at the bottom
of it, it’s the heart of the people that create those songs, and it comes to our heart
by the people who sing them and play
them, and then it goes to the heart of the
people that listen to them.

Many people in Argentina took this song
and did [Yasim sings it with `male´ pathos]:
“Rara… como encendida / te hallé bebiendo / linda y fatal...”. (…) Goyeneche said,

The classical tangos were written to attract the dancers, and your interpretations
are rather emotional narrations which
touch a listener´s heart. How did you select

5

“Rare, as if on fire, I found you drinking, cute and
fatal.”
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No, don´t do it like this! You have to feel
like you are sitting with her at a table, at a
small table in a cafe. You have a glass of
wine, you are so devastated, both of you,
you are drunk and sad – it´s so sad. Tell
her [Yasim sings it with intimacy]: “Rara…
como encendida...” – It is like talking and
crying, and … [sighing].

everything deeper and stronger, and when
it is sad it is even sadder.

Oh my God, when I heard it, I said: That´s
it, this is the tango for me. That´s what it
meant. It´s so big and yet you have to
keep it for yourself. … I´m talking about it
in my body, I can´t explain it to you, I feel
it all over my body. And this is tango for
me.

Men can maybe have fun while singing,
but I never have fun. I enjoy singing, but I
am not having fun - because it comes from
a different place. It´s not a place of “Let´s
have fun”. I can´t have fun, it is too serious
for me, it is too much – it´s my life. When I
sing, it is my life, this is who I am, this is
what I want to say to you now, this is me
wanting to touch you. So I can´t have fun.
You know, I want to cry sometimes, and
you cry with me. It has nothing to do with
fun.

It is like they say that a man gives a women love because he wants sex; a women
gives a man sex because she wants love.
So, with women it is all about sentimientos, feelings… – at least that´s how I am.

In the same direction: My daughter really
loves your version of “La nave del olvido”6,
and we were listening also to the original
song that is so different from your interpretation [Yasmin laughs]. She likes the
very sensitive way you have interpreted it.
- Makes it a difference when a mother
sings such a song or a man? The same
emotions seem to be different.

Some of your own songs have a tango feeling, for example Por la Mia. This song addresses the topic of dancing.7 Could you
say a little about these emotions translated into movement (let´s call it dancing)?
Because when I see your videos from concerts, it doesn’t seem that the music is
transformed into dancing movements.

We as women have a womb. When a baby
grows in your body… - as much as we try
to explain it to a man, we can´t explain it.
When life creates inside your body, this is
touching God. I think we sing from the
womb, and singing as a women is gorgeous, but when you become a mother
and you give birth and you bring life to
this world, everything changes. It´s like a
land, you have to care for this land: There
are vegetables growing, and flowers – its
life. The land brings life, and the same is
true for women, she brings life. It makes

I don´t think I will ever dance while singing
because it will take all my strength. I need
all this strength to sing. I am in a different
world when I am singing, and sometimes I
remind myself that I have to open the
eyes so I could see the people, because I
can forget myself. Dancing is like translating the music to the body – which is beautiful. But I think the song has to be light -

6

7

From Yasmin Levy´s 2012 album “Libertad”, primarily from José José´s 1970 album “La Nave Del
Olvido“

“Dance, dance my child / Dance this dance of love
/ This is the dance of your life / It is the dance for
the two of us.”
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collaborated with Yaron Gottfried9 and the
Israel Netanya Kibbutz Orchestra which is
a symphonic orchestra10 - in contrast to
the old dance hall orchestras of the classical tango recordings or your own small
band. - Was it a different feeling with a full
set of “sound”?

there is something like pop music. When
you sing something deep, I wish I could
translate it to dancing, but I can´t, because
I am so concentrated in singing that I can´t
see how I could dance.
“Por la Mia” for example: I had a friend,
she was a flamenco dancer, and she was
looking for love for all her life. She had
many men in her life but never something
that lasts, and she was aiming for a baby.
At the end of it, the most beautiful women
I have ever seen in my life, she just went
to a sperm bank where you can buy… She
kind of bought her baby, she did by herself. – And that would be the song: She
called her baby Mia. The song is like she is
singing to her baby - I mean for she had so
many shows in her life as a dancer - and I
said to her: This is your show, the real life,
you and your baby. No one is going to clap
you when you finish dancing – it´s (only)
you and her.

It felt like I had wings, like I could fly. What
Yaron did was so beautiful. I gave him the
biggest freedom ever. I came to him and
said: “These are the songs that I love. Let´s
don´t do it fast, let me enjoy, don´t end it
where I stand. Just allow me to bring the
feelings I need.” We set the key, and I left.
Then I came back after a month, and it
was it. I didn´t say “do this” or “do that”, I
just let him bring his talent. There were
two artists here that created a new thing.
Now the beautiful thing is that he did not
write traditional arrangements. Someone
from Argentina said to me, “If they hear it
in Argentina they will get crazy, because
you ruined all their “Cumparsita” for example”. And I said, “But this is the fun
thing, this is the great thing, because you
already have the original and the traditional one. Thousands can do it and they
do it much more beautiful than I will ever
do it. If I don´t bring myself and Yaron
does not bring himself, why will we do it because it is beautiful? No one needs us.”
It exists, it is as beautiful as it is. - So you

So, I usually always write about things that
happened to me or to people who I know
and love, and it affects me. It is always so
deep and painful, so I can´t translate it to
dancing, maybe someone else. I mean, so
many people do it. People send me things
in YouTube, they are dancing my songs,
but it is separated, me singing the songs
and they are dancing. It´s gorgeous, I
mean if I could do it together [laughing],
but I can´t.

“Pino” Solanas), presented with guitar, bandoneon
and Yasmin Levy´s sensitive interpretation is pure
magic (at least for me): “I dream the South, immense moon, heaven on earth, I am searching for
the South, the open time, and everything after.”

Your former recordings were rather intimate sets of songs performed primarily
with guitar, double-bass, cajon, and selected other instruments (i.e. the Ney
flute).8 Now for your TANGO project you

9

Composer, pianist, and principal conductor of the
Netaniya-Kibbutz Orchestra

10

For this live recording at the Tel Aviv Performing
Arts Centre, a cajon, a bandoneon, and the guitar
of her long-time collaborator Yechiel Hasson was
added.

8

Among the songs from the TANGO album, Piazzolla´s Vuelvo al Sur (with the lyrics of Fernando
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in what I do, it does not break me. I am
not sitting, “Ok let see whether the journalists are going to like it.” I respect the
opinion of the journalists and the people
of Argentina, but I am doing things that
will live with me for the rest of my life.
Then, what people say belongs to them.

have to bring all your personality for the
thing that you do, especially when so
many people did that thing before you.
The orchestra and the arrangements he
did, I think made those songs - if I may say
something like that - made them more
beautiful than they were. You have the
melody, you have the song, but in between you have kind of another melody. It
became more rich and more colorful. And
sometimes I was ashamed to sing, you
know, I thought I am interrupting the orchestra [laughing]. I had to remember
they did it for me, and I have to sing. It
was so beautiful, I didn´t want to interrupt
them. I said to Yaron that this is the most
beautiful gift someone ever gave me, except for the hit that my husband gave me
[laughing], it was this TANGO album.

I think that´s why my audience goes with
me for more than ten years. They believe
me, they trust me, and I am not trying to
flatter anyone. I know I made so many
mistakes in my live, and I am going to suffer and cry, but I will stand up again - and
this is great. I mean, I am an artist and a
human being, I want to challenge myself, I
want to do different things. I remember
people telling me, begging me “Please
don´t sing anything but Ladino, just the
Sephardic songs, please.” I love Sephardic
songs, this is who I am, this is what I have
in my blood, in my veins, this is my heritage. I will do it for the rest of my life.
Maybe I can take a break for a few years
and come back again to Sephardic songs.
But just the thought of how much beauty I
would lose if I would do just Sephardic
songs… - Image if I would not sing tango
songs, oh my God, that would be a sin. My
life without “La Cumparsita” or “Hasta
siempre amor” or “Los Mareados” won´t
be complete.

What are the reactions from Argentina,
because the tangos are their musical heritage?
I am not expecting a good reaction I must
be honest to tell you. I do not know them
but my heart tells me that they are not as
open as I need them to be. It is like the
gypsies, they believe the flamenco belongs
to the gypsies only. I assume they will
judge me. I hope, I want to believe that
they will open their heart and mind, and
will say “Wow, there is something new
here” or maybe a new or different interpretation – “Let´s have it”.
But I don´t do things for the reactions of
this, I don´t do asking “Wow, let´s see
what they are going to say”. I am just doing what my heart tells me, and then
when critiques start, it can be so bad
sometimes. When I believe in myself and

What inspires your own songs, how do
they come up? You once said they are like
a “gift from heaven”; another interesting
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moment you have said something or you
have hurt someone – that´s it, it´s there.
It´s like you broke some glass, you can put
it together, but it is broken - there would
be signs of the glue.

quote is that you might go to a shop and
come back with a melody.
I am not working on a song. It is like God is
sending me with a fax a song that I would
sing for people. Because I really can go
and buy milk, and I come back and my
husband says, “Did you buy milk”, and I
say, “Yes, but I have a new song”. I don’t
care about the milk anymore, and then I
go to the piano. It can drive me nuts.
When I have a melody in my head I can go
crazy, because I can talk to you, make an
interview, and it keeps playing in my head
until I record it and take it out. It has its
own life in my head. It is crazy, but it is a
good craziness, and I love it. I wish I could
have this experience every day in my life,
but it doesn´t happen a lot, I manage to
create very few songs every year. – I am
not sad enough [laughing], thank God.

We need to open our hearts. We need
first of all not to think we are better than
other people, because we are not better
than anyone. People may think they have
the right religion, the right tradition – but
it´ s not. You have you own, I have my
own; I have to see you, you have to see
me; I have to accept you, you have to accept me. That´s it, and we will live in harmony. But we must respect each other,
the desires and dreams. We must!
I am trying to work on myself to become
like that every day of my life. But the nature of humanity is a constant fight within
yourself to raise the good in yourself. I
believe that in the end of it you were born
to fight against our isle inside of us. And it
is so hart, because you first may say,
“Wow, I want it for myself, I don´t care
about the others.” It is so hard to put the
other in front. So it’s a constant fight between you and yourself.

You once mentioned that you believe in
love – and I suppose this love shines
through your songs, particularly the sad
ones. In this context, what do you mean
when you state “I want people to open up,
to feel all humanity; not just their own.”
Of course, it is not only humanity, it is also
the nature, the animals. When I do something, I hope I never hurt people. First of
all I hope people hurt me rather than I
hurt them. I prefer to be hurt by people
than to hurt them. But I always put myself
like I was the person that is in front of me,
and I try to think what they think, I try to
feel what they would feel. Whatever we
say, we have to put ourselves in someone
else’s mind, and that´s what makes us to
become better, better people, because
you cannot take your words back – you
can apologize, but you cannot change the

Yasmin, thanks a lot for this interview; and
please go on writing and performing wonderful songs like Perdono, Por la mia,
Porque, Me voy, Locura, La ultima cancion, etc. Please, go on and touch our
hearts!
*******
You are so kind. God bless you. Thank you so much
my dear. Take care.
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