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Introduction

This is a volume of essays and texts published in honor of Ross Brann’s 70th
birthday by his students and friends. The contents of the volume arewide rang-
ing but united thematically by contributions concerned with literature, reli-
giosity, and ideas in al-Andalus, the IslamicWest, and thewiderMediterranean
basin, with the multiconfessional, multilingual cultural history of the region
and its inhabitants. What is remarkable about this volume is that its authors
are exactly the scholars, thinkers, and translators one would have solicited for
a volume designed to showcase the cutting edge of scholarship in these areas
even absent their connections to the honoree. That these are all individuals
who have been taught andmentored by Ross and have been his colleagues and
carried out research alongside him is itself evidence of his role in shaping the
intellectual work that has come to define our understanding of the literary and
cultural history of the medieval Judaeo-Islamic world with Spain at its center.
Ross’s work in Islamicate andAndalusimedieval literary and cultural history

altered the trajectory of the field by insisting upon aholistic approach that does
not separate Islam and its cultural framework from Christianity and Judaism
and sees the high culture and day-to-day lives of adherents of all three religions
as embedded in that cultural framework. Such an attitude characterized Ross’s
career from the very beginning, as he left his first professorial post on princi-
ple, to object to New York University’s decision in the early 1980s to separate
the fields of Islamic studies from Jewish studies, creating two newdepartments
out of the one—then known as Near Eastern Languages and Literatures—that
they had previously inhabited jointly.
Along these lines, Ross’s first book, The Compunctious Poet, published in

1991, changed the paradigm for our understanding of the cultural and social
role of Hebrew-language poets in an Arabizing and Islamicate Andalusi soci-
ety. Through paradigmatic case studies of three “compunctious” poets—Moses
ibn ʿEzra, Judah Halevi, and Todros Abulafia—the volume explores, on their
own terms, the seeming contradictions of the Arabizing Hebrew poetry of al-
Andalus and the apparently competing contemporaneous opinions about its
development. In doing so, the volumeultimately elucidates the poetic typology
that allows these bards and their verse the flexibility to inhabit a single world
that only appears to be divided in two along the lines of religion and language.
The book challenged the conventions of scholarship at that time, which held
that the poets were partisans and their lives the static subject of either Hebrew
orArabic biography and criticism, andultimately it is a vindication of literature
as an identiary measure and a historical force.
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In 2002, he again revolutionized the study of medieval Arabizing Hebrew
poetry in its cultural and historical contexts with his secondmonograph, Power
in the Portrayal. Predicated upon a between-the-lines reading of classically
cast historical polemical texts, the volume offers an interpretation that moves
beyond the conservatism of its Straussian origins to demonstrate the value of
literary texts for cultural history. By setting writings by and about Jews into its
Islamicate context, Power in the Portrayal argues to its readers that al-Andalus
was a literary and cultural world in which authors and readers could offer
a word-perfect performance of their roles while simultaneously subverting
them, and in which the distance between Jews and Muslims reflected in their
polemics against each other was predicated on their closeness and perhaps
even their mutual appreciation. Through this reading, al-Andalus comes into
focus as a historical reality in which only by knowing each other could individ-
uals be self-critical about their place in the world and could writers speaking
on behalf of their self-identified smaller societies both pillory and praise each
otherwith the same level of detail and skill. Perhapsmore importantly, itmarks
a methodological sea change in the field, realigning the relationship between
historical and literarywriting in theMiddleAges that hadpreviously seenhisto-
riographic overlap only incidentally and in amore limited fashion. By insisting
upon a historiography and a poetics of both-and rather than either-or, and
through a historicizing contextualization of close and careful readings of text,
the body of Ross’s work has broken throughwalls that exist within the academy
and has expanded no less than the visible horizon of Spain itself.
His work also extends to scholarship on the reception of medieval Spain in

themodernworld and to teaching Cornell students in such diverse areas as the
literature of the contemporary Arab world, the modern evolution of the con-
cept of holy war from its origins in late antiquity and the medieval period, and
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. He has written for both scholarly and lay audi-
ences on modern topics, with work ranging from an academic article defining
and defying the mythology of the misbegotten term moor, to a popular pre-
sentation designed for students of Andalusi cultural history and its impact on
the modern world. In the classroom, too, rather than falling into the easy trap
of teaching only in his most immediate area of research, Ross has dramatically
amplified the reach of the Department of Near Eastern Studies by teaching his-
torically grounded, timely, topical courses that draw in hundreds of students;
he has also taught the wider community in New York State, offering regional
workshops to the general population at critical times—such as in the wake of
September 11, 2001—when knowledge outside of the academy of the Mediter-
ranean and the Near East has been in short supply but more necessary than
ever.
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Understanding the value of community life in education, Ross devoted the
better part of fifteen years to the development of Cornell’s residential house
system and ultimately served as the first Dean and House Professor of the first
house, named for Cornell emerita professor and labor historian Alice Cook—
it was at Ross’s urging that all the houses are named for distinguished Cornell
faculty. At a Passover seder that he and his family hosted at Alice Cook House
one year for Jewish students in the House and the Department of Near Eastern
Studies, one undergraduate student let on that a third of the students in the
three-hundred-person lecture onholywar thatRosswas teaching that semester
thought he was Christian, one third thought he was Muslim, and one third
thought he was Jewish. “That means I’m doing my job right,” Ross answered,
living andmodeling to his students a fully integrated life of themind that offers
no quarter to partisanship or factionalism.
Similarly, his insistence in the classroom that students of Arabic learn He-

brew, too, and vice versa, enriches the intellectual lives of his students and
has helped to make the academic programs in Cornell’s Department of Near
Eastern Studies among themost integrative and innovative in the country. The
breadth of his work, interests, commitments, and investments speaks not only
to an exceptional intellect but also to an unrivaled generosity of magisterial
spirit and skill.

∵
Thus, this volume seeks to honor Ross’s career as a researcher and teacher and
herald its next decades through a set of studies, essays, text editions, and trans-
lations that showcases the breadth of his impact on a wide range of academic
fields—Judaeo-Arabic language and literature, Hebrew poetry, Mediterranean
cultural history, and religious studies, among others—written not only by his
friends and teachers, and by his colleagues and cohort, but also by his stu-
dents and the younger generation of scholars he has taught and mentored in
his more than three decades at Cornell University. Ross’s vision of the Mid-
dle Ages is an organic one that refuses to accept the borders and boundaries
imposed on it by post-Enlightenment thought. His work insists on a unity
of both or of all, rather than the academy’s more traditional insistence on
either-or. The inclusion here of work that might be considered traditionally
and exclusively the purview of Islamic studies, such as a translation of the
Qurʾān by Shawkat Toorawa, and of an essay on early Christian textual his-
tory by F.E. Peters alongside fourteen studies on various aspects of Andalusi,
Andalusi-diaspora, and Judaeo-Arabic literature, is designed to show that the
literature of al-Andalus and of Arabophone Jews and Muslims at once stands
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as its own coherent unit and as a part of a broader literary and historical con-
tinuum. This is not simply a book of sic-et-non but a literary-historical mosaic
on an even grander scale.
Jonathan Decter’s chapter makes precisely that point by illustrating how

Moses ibn ʿEzra’s Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara can be read as an apologia for Hebrew
verse grounded fully in Arabic poetics. Through a first-of-its-kind reading of
the “model poem” appended to the end of the work, Decter offers many new
insights into Ibn ʿEzra’s engagement with his Arabic sources (in particular the
understudied Ḥilyat al-muḥāḍara by al-Ḥātimī) and opens up new avenues
for the study of badīʿ in Andalusi Hebrew verse. Cynthia Robinson’s chapter,
too, demonstrates the ways in which Andalusi artists and poets began with
raw material from the Islamic East and transformed it into something wholly
and distinctly Andalusi. By integrating a study of the material remnants of
mawlid celebrations in Naṣrid Granada with a reading of the Arabic poetry
written and recited to mark those festivals, Robinson shows that court poets
writing to mark the Prophet Muḥammad’s birthday evoke a landscape that
draws upon eastern descriptions of the Najd and leverages that choice (dif-
ferent from that of the eastern poets, who often set their mawlid poetry to
evoke the Ḥijāz) to create a uniquely Andalusi form connected both to the
Iberian Peninsula and its material culture, to the point that these ceremonies
so deeply suggested the place that they were ultimately used to legitimate Naṣ-
rid rule in Granada against Marinid encroachment from North Africa. Along
a different geographic axis, Jessica Renee Streit likewise illustrates the ways
in which Andalusi materials draw upon other parts of the Islamic world and
make them their own. In her chapter, Streit demonstrates the centrality of
NorthAfrican aesthetics inAndalusi architecture in theAlmohad period, while
also showing that it was natively Andalusi philosophical and aesthetic think-
ing that helped architects and artisans make the building particularly local to
Seville.
Ali H. Akhtar’s study demonstrates that economic and social life in the liter-

ary and historical continuum of theMediterranean often requires tremendous
creativity in the face of legal and social pressures. His chapter explores the par-
allel and interconnected pressures faced by sixteenth-century Sefardi-Jewish
and Catholic merchant families whose lives and businesses were conducted
in the limen between the republic of Venice and the Ottoman Sultanate; he
demonstrates that both communities were swept up in the larger political
entities’ desires to assert their sovereignty and that as they adopted different
strategies towork aroundnew limitations that altered the legal and commercial
realities inwhich they lived, ultimately transforming themselves from religious
minorities within a particular realm into transimperial citizens.
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Geographic and temporal boundaries are also crossed within the realm of
Hebrew poetry and poetics. Elisabeth Hollender highlights the fascination of
northern French readers with Andalusi-style piyyutim as reflected in a partic-
ular manuscript witness, the liturgical manuscript now known as Bernkastel-
Kues 313. In her chapter, she shows that the collection of nonobligatory piyyu-
tim included in the manuscript demonstrates positive French attitudes of
desire toward Andalusi-style liturgical poetry, in contrast with well-docu-
mented negative attitudes in the region, insulating French religious law and
reasoning from its Andalusi counterpart. S.J. Pearce’s chapter explores the
reception of Andalusi poetry across temporal, rather than geographic lines
through a reading of an essay written by a young Yehuda Amichai that argues
for the inclusion of Samuel ibn Naghrīla’s poetry within a fully Spanish literary
canon. She argues that Amichai’s essay represents an early attempt at a poet-
ics in which modern Hebrew writers could recourse to Andalusi poetry and its
history in order to situate themselves as both national poets and poets within a
trans-national Jewish poetic tradition. And Esperanza Alfonso’s chapter exam-
ines theheadings of select Psalms in aheavily glossedbiblical codexnowpart of
the collection of Oxford University’s Bodleian Library with particular interest
the Romance words in those glosses as an interpretive cipher for later read-
ers; by rejecting a culturally artificial distinctionbetweenRomance andSemitic
languages within the Andalusi and post-Andalusi ambit, she is able to lay out
the traces of late medieval readers as they struggled to make sense within the
liminal space between the two.
Hebrew rhymed prose maqāmāt are the most widely discussed object of

study in this volume.The contributions on this topic reflect all phases and types
of investigation: Aurora Salvatierra Ossorio presents the first published edition
of newly-discovered storieswhileTovaRosen offers a new reading of an already
well-known text. Salvatierra introduces new manuscript evidence that con-
firms what scholars have only been able to speculate about in the past, namely
that evenmedieval readers saw a close connection betweenYehudah ibn Shab-
betai’sMinḥatYehudah Soneʾ ha-Nashim (The offering of Judah theMisogynist)
and Yedaiah Bedersi’s riposte, Ohev Nashim (The woman-lover), and under-
stood the two texts to form part of a single literary conversation. Salvatierra’s
analysis of Jewish Theological Seminary MS 10774 offers codicological proof
for the intertextuality at which the texts themselves hint. Her edition of the
manuscript’s version of Ibn Shabbetai’s texts makes available another impor-
tant manuscript witness to the text, with some significant variations from
the versions already edited and published. Rosen’s introduction to the eighth
maqāma in Jacob ben Elʿazar’s Sefer ha-Meshalim makes important Hebrew-
language scholarship available for the first time to an Anglophone audience
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while simultaneously updating it with insights based in the theories of lan-
guage and discourse of Mikhail Bakhtin; her translation of the chapter reflects
that new theoretical perspective. Raymond P. Scheindlin’s innovation in read-
ing Judah al-Ḥarīzī’s collection of maqāmāt entitled Sefer ha-Taḥkemoni comes
in viewing it with the eye of a historian of religion, demonstrating the ways in
which various exempla within the collection draw upon Islamic, Neoplaton-
ist, and Jewish thought to create a recognizable and complex Jewish substra-
tum within a work that is usually read for its entertainment or literary value,
thereby demonstrating the inseparability of religious considerations from aes-
thetic ones and the subtle interaction of many spheres within this cultural
context.
Both David Torollo and Uriah Kfir demonstrate the ways in which secu-

lar Hebrew literary texts grow up natively within an Arabo-Islamic context,
while Arturo Prats Oliván sets them in their Romance context, as Alfonso
does earlier in the volume. Prats Oliván issues a clarion call to the field at large
to consider and to work with late texts from and around the Aragonese city
of Zaragoza that reflect Andalusi memory within a Christian context through
full literary engagement with both of those religio-cultural environments.
Torollo’s analysis and new translation of a single story from a collection of
maqāmāt similar to the one authored by Jacob ben Elʿazar, the anonymous
Mishle he-ʿarav, identifies a typology of storytelling that draws his analysis to
the sources, broadly construed, of the particular story of the female Jewish
wine merchant; through that typology and source-critical analysis, he demon-
strates the engagement of Hebrew-language literary writing for a Jewish audi-
ence with the Arabo-Islamic legal tradition in which it grew up. And finally,
returning to our starting point, Uriah Kfir approaches Ibn Gabirol’s poetry fol-
lowing a methodology that resembles Torollo’s, showing that the “matrix of
similes” found in an early Ibn Gabirol poem emerged and developed from a
starting point in eastern Arabic poetry and underwent a process of Andalu-
cization, similar to the process in poetics discussed by Decter and in art by
Streit. Kfir’s chapter demonstrates that even when Arabic and Hebrew liter-
ary traditions are in tension with each other, they nonetheless represent parts
of a unified literary culture in which Jewish tradents could be full partici-
pants.
Although in this introduction we have grouped the chapters according to

one set of thematic criteria, we have organized themwithin the volume alpha-
betically by author rather than thematically in order to allow readers to draw
the many kinds of connections that exist among all of the different papers
in this volume rather than preconditioning them to see some chapters as
more related to some than to others. Allowing each reader to trace his or her
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own path through the volume rather than insisting on an authorized reading
seemed an approach to curating this volume befitting its recipient.

∵
The title of the volume, His Pen and Ink Are a Powerful Mirror, comes from a
poem, Ha-Shir ẓoʿeq (Poetry wails) written in the late fourteenth or early fif-
teenth century by the Castilian exile Isaac al-Aḥdab, who took up residence in
Sicily after the violence directed against northern-Spanish Jewish communities
in 1391; it is a review of the history of Hebrew poetry in Spain from the perspec-
tive of a poetic voice who sees itself already past the end of an age. Yet rather
than joining in the mourning for the literary form, the voice instead lauds its
great practitioners not only as the poets who forever changed the literary land-
scape but as mourners of Zion caught between the sacred and the secular and
as the political leaders of Spain itself who could command by the pen:

Ibn Ghiyyat’s thinking was swift:
he carved out the lines that we still hear.

How deep they were, and how they soared,
taking their place on high with the spheres!

And the poems of Halevi are milk and honey,
with manna beside them, a sheer delight—

smooth and pleasing, precious vessels,
their discourse sweet, their texture tight.

The Ibn Ezras were like commanders
who harnessed their chariots in armies of song—

verse their vehicle, they were riders,
bearing bows along with their swords.

All these in each generation
were viziers of song, whose bread was words.1

Yet al-Aḥdab precedes all of these with Ibn Gabirol, who was a nostalgic muse
of sorts to many of the late fifteenth-century poets:2

1 All translations of the poem cited here are from Peter Cole, The Dream of the Poem: Hebrew
Poetry fromMuslimandChristianSpain, 950–1492 (Princeton:University Press, 2007), 322–323.
The edition of theHebrew textmay be found in al-Aḥdab’s dīwān: Poetry of Isaac ben Solomon
al-Aḥdab (Hebrew), ed. Ora Raʿanan (Lod: Haberman Institute for Literary Research, 1988).

2 Similar to al-Aḥdab’s lament over the state of the art, his near-contemporary Shelomo Bona-
fed wrote both in imitation of and lament over Ibn Gabirol’s rhetorical prowess: Cole, Dream
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Shelomo led in Spain at the start
with sacred currency and figures of splendor.

Poetry crowned his kingdom and rule.
His pen and ink were a powerful mirror.

With his reference to the “sacred currency” (shiqlei qodesh) of IbnGabirol’s lan-
guage, al-Aḥdab places his predecessor at the center of the Andalusi Hebrew
poetic canon; the phrase suggests a doublemeaning referring to the sacrality of
the Hebrew language and to the embedding of verses from IbnGabirol’s Choice
of Pearls into Joseph Qimḥi’s later The Sacred Currency (Sheqel ha-qodesh). He
lauds Ibn Gabirol not only on his own terms but by signaling to the reader the
lasting impact he had on his successors. The final line cited here evokes Ibn
Gabirol’s own claim to the literary-regnal title of “prince of the poem”3 and ulti-
mately concludes that it was his output and the tools of his trade that cast his
reflection forward to illuminate the work of the poets who would come after
him.
The circumstances from which we are writing could not be more different

from those in which al-Aḥdab found himself; although these are dark days in
which parallels to a lachrymose vision of medieval Spain may be increasingly
attractive to some readers, the study of poetry and the humanities are flour-
ishing at Cornell, and in the broad area of Judaeo-Arabic and Andalusi studies
more generally, in largemeasure because of Ross’s fostering of his students and
disciples and his contributions to the field at large.Where al-Aḥdab saw “every
idiot, and every fool, spread his net in the hunt for poems,” our field sees pre-
cious little of that because of the standards that Ross, as its veritable dean, has
set for himself and exemplified for others. The tools of his trade are the mark
of his own faḍāʾil and of the impact he has had and continues to have on those
who have followed him. And so, felicitously, although this volume marks an
anniversary, it does not mark the end of anything.Wa-rashadta.

ACB, SJP, and HMZ
November 20, 2016
San Antonio, TX

of the Poem, 317–318; Ḥayyim Schirmann, “Solomon Bonafed’s Polemic against the Grandees
of Zaragoza” (Hebrew), Qoveẓ ʿal Yad 4 (1946): 8–64, at 4.

3 Dīwān of Solomon ibn Gabirol, poem 109/61.
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chapter 1

Legislating Borders in the Early ModernWorld:
Naturalized Genoese and Sefaradi Merchants in the
OttomanMediterranean

Ali H. Akhtar

Much has been written on medieval and early modern trade networks, which
operated across polities and often specialized in a particular set of commodi-
ties. The question of how connected these networks were with local social life
and ruling political culture has received particular attention among compar-
ative historians. A well-studied example is the global Iranian Armenian trade
networkbased in sixteenth-centuryNew Julfa (Isfahan), a center of trade routes
that linked the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds.1 In a comparative
analysis of groups such as these Armenian silk merchants and contemporary
Sefaradi Jewishwholesalers of spices andprecious stones, historians andhistor-
ical sociologists have long argued that there was an apparent gap in social cus-
toms and political activity between trade diasporas and their “host societies.”2
In the case of the IranianArmenians, however, recent research on the extensive
political activities of particular Armenian families such as the Shahrimans—
known as “gli Scerimani” in Venice—has called into question whether this
social and political gap has been overemphasized or even simplified.3 In the
case of tradediasporas active in theOttomanEmpire, thehistory of legal plural-
ism in the governance of subjects, the presence of foreign short-term residents,
the influx of foreign transient merchants, and the multiconfessional frame-
work of subjecthood together indicate that the very notion of a politically and
culturally distinct “trade diaspora” has obscured the history of more complex
paradigms of legal and social interaction. The naturalization of foreigners as
subjects as well as the corollary process of linguistic and civic acculturation is
of particular interest.4 This history has been the subject of recent literature on

1 Sebouh D. Aslanian, From the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean: The Global Trade Networks
of ArmenianMerchants from New Julfa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011).

2 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984).

3 Ina Baghdiantz McCabe, Gelina Harlaftis, and Ioanna Pepelasis Minoglou, eds., Diaspora
Entrepreneurial Networks: Four Centuries of History (Oxford: Berg, 2005).

4 Karen Barkey’s sociological analysis of Ottoman governance sheds light on some of these



10 akhtar

transimperial subjecthood between the Italian peninsula and the Ottoman
Empire. Natalie Rothman, Eric Dursteler, and EmrahGürkan in particular have
traced the myriad political and cultural ways that families involved in com-
merce and diplomacy straddled the legal worlds of the Italian peninsula and
the Ottoman domains, often working as subjects of two distinct polities.5
This article takes the transimperial subjecthood of two groups of Ottoman

subjects—the Genoese-heritage Latin-rite subjects of Pera and the Sefaradi
subjects who settled throughout the Ottoman Aegean—as a starting point
for investigating two questions about naturalization as a governing mode of
delineating political bounders: First, against the backdrop of mid-sixteenth-
century competition between Italian peninsular polities and the Ottoman Sul-
tanate to expand commercial activity in their respective ports—especially
Ottoman Istanbul, papal-held Ancona, and the Republic of Venice’s capital
on the lagoon—in what ways did the naturalization of merchant communi-
ties become a mechanism for early modern governments to extend their legal
sovereignty and, in turn, their political boundaries? Agreements of residency,
movement privileges, and customs duties are of particular import to this ques-
tion. Second, as individuals within merchant communities began to straddle
the jurisdictions of competing polities—in what ways did Italian peninsu-
lar and Ottoman administrations attempt to reinforce those political bound-
aries of naturalization, and to what extent were they successful? In the case
of Genoese-origin and Sefaradi subjects of the Ottomans, for example, some
family members owned property locally while spouses or relatives held Vene-
tian extraterritorial status in a manner that Ottoman administrators sought to
regulate.
One of the patterns that emerges in this article’s reexamination of key ep-

isodes in early modern global history is the strong pull of Ottoman subject-
hood for Genoese and Sefaradi transimperial merchants in the late fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries in accordance with (a) a long medieval history of
Genoese nobility naturalizing as foreigners within neighboring empires that
offered opportunities in long-distance trade, and (b) an enduring early mod-
ern history of Sefaradi Jewish merchants securing flexibility in residency and

intersections between centralizing governance and porous cultural boundaries. Barkey, Em-
pire of Difference: The Ottomans in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2008).

5 E. Natalie Rothman, Brokering Empire: Trans-Imperial Subjects Between Venice and Istanbul
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012); Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople: Nation, Iden-
tity, andCoexistence in the EarlyModernMediterranean (Baltimore: JohnsHopkins University
Press, 2006); Gürkan, “Espionage in the Sixteenth-CenturyMediterranean: Secret Diplomacy,
Mediterranean Go-Betweens, and the Ottoman Habsburg Rivalry,” PhD diss., Georgetown
University, 2012.
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movement throughout Ottoman domains in comparison with the restrictions
thatwere imposed and retractedhaphazardly inVenice andPapal-heldAncona
prior to the rise of Tuscany’s “free port” of Livorno.

1 Genoese Merchants fromGenoa to Late Byzantine and Early
Ottoman Pera

The way that much of the nobility of the Genoese Republic came to natural-
ize as Habsburg Spanish subjects and Ottoman subjects in the sixteenth cen-
tury is a function both of Genoese governing expansion practices as well as
Genoese conceptions of civic participation in their commune. The Republic
expanded territorially in the late medieval period to include islands and ports
in and around the Aegean (Lesbos, Chios, Pera) and Black Sea (Caffa), which
it periodically leased out for private Genoese ventures and semi-independent
governance.Themerchants and financiers behind those ventures in somecases
naturalized as foreign subjects for various periods of time.6 That is, while nat-
uralization was a centripetal force for the Venetian Republic and Ottoman Sul-
tanate, absorbing Aegean Greeks and Anatolian Armenians into their respec-
tive conceptions of subjecthood, naturalization was also a centrifugal force
for the Genoese that allowed the nobility to participate simultaneously in the
politics of the commune and the commerce of foreign lands as merchants,
corsairs, financiers, and diplomatic figures. It is against this backdrop that
many Genoese citizens resident in the Byzantine Aegean came to negotiate
with the Ottomans and ultimately naturalize as Ottoman subjects, creating
in the sixteenth century something of an Ottoman trade diaspora along with
the Ottoman Sefaradi merchants of the Adriatic and Ottoman Armenian mer-
chants of Anatolia.7

6 This picture of a continuing process in the sixteenth century of Genoese expansion west-
ward and eastward as a kind of trade diaspora, one that remained connected with the center
and with other nodes of Genoese commerce throughout the Mediterranean, contrasts with
much of the literature on the Genoese Republic. In light of the sixteenth-century absorption
of GenoeseAegean andBlack Sea territories intoVenetian andOttomandomains, and against
the backdrop of growing political connections between the Genoese center and Iberia, histo-
rians have in many cases overlooked enduring Genoese diplomatic and commercial activity
as both naturalized Ottoman subjects and naturalized Venetian subjects. Céline Dauverd,
Imperial Ambition in the Early Modern Mediterranean: Genoese Merchants and the Spanish
Crown (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Steven A. Epstein, Genoa and the
Genoese, 958–1528 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

7 While the Ottoman Latin-rite community was broader than the Genoese families who num-
bered among them, there was still continuity in Genoese property ownership, family busi-
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Genoese notarial documents indicate that the naturalization of Genoese
residents in Byzantine Constantinople as Ottoman subjects after 1453 was a
complex and sudden change of circumstances that, nonetheless, had key par-
allels in other nodes of Genoese Mediterranean commerce.8 When Byzantine
Constantinople became the new Ottoman capital in 1453, the district of Pera
across the Golden Horn had been under independent Genoese control since
1273. The podestà, whose residence still stands in ruins within walking distance
of the former Venetian embassy and current Italian consulate, functioned as
the district’s mayor. By 1453, the Genoese Perots had become linguistically Hel-
lenized and were typically bilingual, even as they remained generally beyond
the boundaries of Byzantine subjecthood.9 More surprising was the fact that
their political and commercial relations with the Ottomans were alreadymore
than a century old. Despite having restored the Byzantine family to the crown
in Constantinople after a long period of Venetian-allied Crusader rule (1204–
1260), the Byzantines allied themselves with the Venetians in 1350 during the
five-year Venetian-Genoese war in the Aegean and Black Seas. The Ottomans,
based in Bursa, were the surprising entry into the war, and they helped secure
Genoese power in Pera. In return, the Ottomans were rewarded with key trad-
ing privileges.10 Among the Ottoman agents who helped secure those privi-
leges, paradoxically, were two Genoese men who ended up working for Orhan
(r. 1323–1362).

nesses, and trade networks within the Latin-rite community. Eric Dursteler, “Education
and Identity in Constantinople’s Latin Rite Community, c. 1600,” Renaissance Studies 18
(2004): 287–303; ÖzdenMercan, “The Genoese of Pera in the Fifteenth Century: Draperio
and Spinola Families,” in Living in theOttomanRealm: Empire and Identity, 13th to 20thCen-
turies, eds. Christine Isom-Verhaaren andKent F. Schull (Bloomington: IndianaUniversity
Press, 2016), 42–54.

8 The most illustrative series of these documents has been published in the following:
Ausilia Roccatagliata, “Notai Genovesi in Oltremare: Atti rogati a Pera (1453),” Atti della
Società Ligure di Storia Patria 39 (1999): 101–160; Roccatagliata, Notai Genovesi in Oltre-
mare: Atti rogati a Pera e Mitilene. Vol. 1: Pera (1408–1490) (Genoa: University of Genoa,
1982).

9 Christopher Wright offers an analytical picture of the simultaneous rise of Genoese lin-
guistic acculturation in the Greek-speaking Aegean and the rise of Genoese political
sovereignty in the region, including in Chios and in greater Constantinople’s district
of Pera. Wright, The Gattilusio Lordships and the Aegean World 1355–1462 (Leiden: Brill,
2014).

10 Nevra Necipoğlu’s analysis of the complexities of Byzantine-Latin political alignments
contextualizes the changing alliances of theVenetian andOttomanRepublicswith Byzan-
tium. Necipoğlu, Byzantiumbetween theOttomans and the Latins: Politics and Society in the
Late Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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Filippo Demerode and Bonifacio da Sori were originally Genoese ambas-
sadors from Pera who were sent to negotiate a trade agreement with Orhan
after the Genoese-Byzantine conflict of 1350. By 1355, they were working as
agents in service of the Ottoman sultan. The Genoese document describes
them as Orhan’s “friends and servants,” even as they were originally Genoese
ambassadors sent to Orhan five years earlier.11 In what reflects the early blend-
ing of political boundaries between Genoese Pera and Ottoman Bursa, the
sultan successfully requested from the Genoese that these two be granted tax
immunity during their time back in Pera conducting the sultan’s business.
While Christians had worked in political positions for sultans, caliphs, and
emirs since the seventh century, they were typically local Christian subjects—
whether Armenian, Greek Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, or Coptic—already
residing within the original Umayyad and Abbasid domains. That is, with the
exception of Andalusi Christians, Christian subjects of an Islamic polity were
typically not Roman Catholic Christians from Latin “Frankish” domains. In the
unusual case of a married Florentine couple working in Mamluk political ser-
vice in Cairo as interpreters, the European visitors who met them discovered
that they were unsurprisingly Muslim Florentines who had presumably con-
verted some years prior.12 The case of Filippo Demerode and Bonifacio da Sori
as Genoese agents in service of the Ottoman sultan Orhan in 1355, in other
words, foreshadowed a cultural shift that had certain precedents in Muslim-
Crusader frontier lands: Latin Christians naturalized as subjects of an Islamic
polity as though the Latin church were among the various Orthodox churches
of the late antiqueNearEast. In another prelude tonaturalization,Genoese and
Venetian families were allowed residencies in early fifteenth-century Ottoman
Bursa to facilitate their trade in Iranian silks. Among the key familieswho flour-
ished in this market were the Genoese Spinolas, one of whom participated in
the negotiations of 1453 and 1454.
When negotiations began in 1453 between the Genoese of Pera and the

Ottomans, some families had already left for nearby Genoese-held domains
such as the island of Chios, while others remained or returned. The agreement
between the Ottomans and Genoese allowed the Genoese to remain in Pera on
the condition that theypay theharaç tax “like the other non-Muslims.”13That is,

11 Archivio di Stato di Genova, San Giorgio Manoscritti Membranacei IV, fol. 304v, published
in L.T. Belgrano, “Prima serie di documenti riguardanti la colonia di Pera,”Atti della Società
Ligure di Storia Patria 13 (1877–1884): 125–126.

12 Olivia R. Constable, Housing the Stranger in theMediterraneanWorld: Lodging, Trade, and
Travel in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 303–305.

13 The agreement took the form of a capitulation charter (ahidname) not with the Republic
of Genoa, but with the Genoese of Pera, which was part of the Republic but independent
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theGenoesewere to be subsumed intoOttoman Latin-rite subjecthood like the
other churches, thus becoming the foundation of the Ottoman Latin-rite Perot
community that eventually included naturalized Venetians. One member of
the Spinola family, Luciano Spinola, together with the former podestà of Pera,
Baldassare Marufo, attempted to secure the return of Genoese independence
in Pera under the authority of the office of the podestà—that is, a return to the
Byzantine-era arrangement that the Ottomans had helped the Genoese main-
tain after the Byzantine-Genoese conflict of 1350–1355. Mehmed II denied the
request, and the foundationwas laid for the growthof anewOttomanLatin-rite
community. This community differed theoretically and practically from non-
resident Genoese and Venetian visitors in terms of laws surrounding property
leasing, movement around the empire, and taxation.
From the perspective of residency and movement, what was notable about

the naturalization of Genoese merchants as Ottoman subjects was a phe-
nomenon that was seen less in Mamluk Egypt and more in Mamluk Syria in
earlier centuries: the free movement and residence of Latin “Frankish” Chris-
tian merchants inland within Islamic polities beyond the boundaries of ports
such as Alexandria and the lodges or hostelries ( fondaco, funduq) that were
built there. Echoing the way Venetian and Genoese merchants in Southamp-
ton operated from the port as opposed to buying and selling inland, Venetian
and Genoese merchants previously required diplomatic accompaniment or
pilgrim status to be able to move freely in cities like Mamluk Cairo, even as
they moved more freely in Mamluk Syria.14 Upon naturalization as Ottoman
subjects, Genoese travel privileges were now akin to those of Armenians or
any other Ottoman subject traveling along overland andmaritime trade routes
from Europe and the Mediterranean to Asia and the Indian Ocean.
The Gagliano brothers were among the most widely influential Genoese

merchants who were naturalized as Ottoman subjects. Their trade connected
Ottoman commerce with Poland-Lithuania, the Venetian Republic, and Ra-
gusa.15 The fact that their activities extended to include the Ottoman-Poland
frontier illustrates the early modern advantages of Ottoman naturalization in
comparison with the more limited privileges afforded by capitulation agree-
ments (ahidname). Capitulation agreements with foreign powers guaranteed

in practice. The full text of the charter, written in Greek and translated soon afterwards to
Turkish and Italian, canbe found in:Halil İnalcık, “OttomanGalata, 1453–1553,” in Première
rencontre internationale sur l’Empire Ottoman et la Turquie moderne, Institut national des
langues et civilisations orientales, Maison des sciences de l’homme, 18–22 janvier 1985, ed.
Edhem Eldem (Istanbul: Editions Isis, 1991), 276ff.; Louis Mitler, “The Genoese in Galata:
1453–1682,” IJMES 10.1 (1979): 71–91.

14 Constable, Housing the Stranger in the MediterraneanWorld, 107–157.
15 Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople, 130–150.
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visiting merchants both security andmovement in Ottoman territory, but they
did not guarantee Venetian and Genoese merchants the ability to operate and
traverse all Ottoman frontiers, such as the Ottoman-Polish frontier, with the
same facility as subjects. This made Genoese naturalization as Ottomans a
clear advantage. In a capitulation agreement with Polish king Sigismund III in
1597, the Ottomans agreed that “the beys of the sanjacks of Silistra and Akker-
man [present-dayBilhorod-Dnistrovskyi, Ukraine], the harbormasters, and the
tax collectors, may not permit anyone to enter Poland across the river Dni-
ester except the servants of my felicitous threshold and the merchants of both
sides.”16 The Ottoman-Polish borders reflected the fact that while territorial
borders were porous and saw the rise of frontier societies, they were neither
theoretical nor imagined. The administrative oversight of merchant ships call-
ing at ports and of pilgrims departing on merchant galleys throughout the
Aegean illustrates that maritime borders, like land borders, were very real in
the early modern world, even as they were only as real as the state’s ability to
patrol them.
These kinds of restrictions in movement were intended, among other rea-

sons, to prevent the two-way movement of fugitives and corsairs seen on the
Venetian-Ottoman maritime frontier, which compromised the ability of the
Republic of Venice andOttoman Sultanate to project a reputation of protecting
trade and attracting commerce. The existence of transimperial fugitives and
corsairs, furthermore, pointed to the fact that there were cases when it was
advantageous to have recourse to Ottoman justice and restitution following an
attack on either one’s person or property, just as there were other cases when
it was preferable to claim foreign subjecthood and immunity. Those with the
most movement and advantage, then, were able to claim subjecthood in mul-
tiple domains. In the case of the Gagliano brothers, Venice offered them help
during a property dispute while acknowledging that they had the status of a
haraçgüzar—that is, haraç-paying Ottoman subject.17 In a reflection of their
transimperial subjecthood, they were able to appeal to both the Venetian bailo
resident in Pera and the Muslim chief judge (qadi) of Pera (Galata).
Beyond border control and questions of jurisdiction for property disputes

andcriminal cases, customsdutieswere another element that sometimesmade
Ottoman subjecthood preferable to claiming foreign status in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. In the late Byzantine era, prior to the absorption of
Genoese-held Pera into Ottoman sultanate, Genoese-Ottoman trade relations

16 The text of this capitulation charter sent by Mehmed III to King Sigismund III is avail-
able in Dariusz Kolodziejczyk, Ottoman-Polish Diplomatic Relations (15th–18th Century):
An Annotated Edition of ʾAhdnames and Other Documents (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 310–312.

17 Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople, 110–112.
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were so strong that theOttomans lifted customs duties for Genoese goods com-
ing into Ottoman territory.18 In effect, Genoese Perots operating in Bursa—
the key transit point to Europe of Iranian silks—traded as though they were
traveling as Ottoman subjects within one Ottoman customs zone. With the
absorption of Pera into Ottoman domain after 1453, Ottoman subjecthood was
codified with the payment of the haraç tax. In return for this payment, the
law reads, “I [the sultan] agree that those who trade can [trade] in other parts
of my dominion and can travel by sea and by land without hindrance or dis-
turbance.”19 As for Genoese citizens who resided temporarily, the statement
read, “I agree that those Genoese merchants who come and go by land and
sea must pay customs duties as required in the law, and that they may not be
attacked.”20 In this way, many Genoese Perots active in the late fifteenth cen-
tury in previously Genoese-held territories, including Pera and Phokaia (Foça),
took on Ottoman subjecthood rather than emigrate westward with the initial
group that fled in 1453. As Ottoman territories eventually expanded into an
assortment of customs zones with distinct customs agreements with different
neighboring polities, choices became more complex. This complexity corre-
lated with Genoese-origin Ottoman Latin-rite subjects and Ottoman Greeks
becoming subjects of the Venetian Republic—that is, becoming foreigners
again. The comparative advantages of Ottoman and Venetian subjecthood, in
effect, became a moving target over time.
The growing complexity of customs duties, and the wider ambiguity over

whether it was preferable to be a foreigner or Ottoman subject when trad-
ing between Ottoman and Italian peninsular domains, can be seen in a treaty
signed between Venice and the Ottoman empire in 1502. The treaty stipulated
that Venetians resident in Istanbul formore than one year had to pay the haraç
tax paid by Ottoman subjects. That is, like the Genoese of Pera before them,
they effectively had to naturalize as subjects. As in the case of the Genoese
who naturalized, the benefit was that Ottoman subjects involved in Ottoman-
Venetian trade paid more favorable customs duties than their Venetian coun-
terparts, who also paid Venetian customs duties (cottimi) when they came to
and from the city. The result was that Greek Orthodox subjects of the Vene-
tian Republic residing in Istanbul, many of whomwere Cretans, tended toward

18 Necipoğlu has traced the final decades of late Byzantine Genoese-held Pera’s political and
commercial relations with the expandingOttoman Sultanate, highlighting the extent that
Pera became partly subsumed into the commercial world of Ottoman trade routes east-
ward. Necipoğlu, Byzantium between the Ottomans and the Latins, 184–233.

19 İnalcık, “Ottoman Galata,” 275–277.
20 Ibid., 277.



naturalized genoese and sefaradi merchants 17

becoming Ottoman subjects after 1502.21 What made this problematic, how-
ever, was that their Venetian Greek coreligionists continued to have privileged
access to specific Venetian institutions in Istanbul that included a particular
hospital in Galata as well as the Venetian chancellery, where Venetian Greeks
registered wills, testaments, and property sales.
Likewise, for the Genoese Latin-rite subjects in Istanbul, diplomacy was the

key arena where the choice of either maintaining a foreign status attached to
the Genoese or Venetian Republic, naturalizing as an Ottoman Latin-rite sub-
ject, or attempting to straddle both subjecthoods carried the greatest political
benefits and the greatest uncertainties. Ottoman Latin-rite subjects worked in
service of the Ottoman sultan as interpreters and diplomatic go-betweens in
negotiations with the resident Venetians. While technically working in service
of the sultan, they were employed by the Venetian bailo and were often issued
berat status. This berat status offered them the same privileges of foreign crim-
inal jurisdiction and tax privileges garnered by Venetian foreigners resident
in Istanbul.22 Those privileges were not necessarily advantageous in various
scenarios, particularly in times of conflict, diplomatic spats, criminal cases, or
investigations of espionage. The result was a kind of oscillation between sub-
jecthoods seen previously among merchants, fugitives, and corsairs. Notably,
even this movement between subjecthoods became an arena where both the
Venetians and Ottomans stepped in to keep those associated with their diplo-
matic machinery within their own political boundaries.
With the rise of large numbers of berat holders among Latin-rite Christians

by the end of the sixteenth century, newfound Ottoman imperial concerns
about the Ottoman Latin-rite Christians’ transimperial mobility between dis-
tinct legal jurisdictions became part of a larger set of Ottoman legal reforms
oriented around restricting the number of residents in Istanbul who could
claim extraterritorial privileges or exemptions from Ottoman fiscal legisla-

21 Molly Greene, Catholic Pirates and Greek Merchants: A Maritime History of the Mediter-
ranean (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 15–51.

22 On the practice of berat issuance more broadly and its connection with debates about
sovereignty, see Bruce A. Masters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: The
Roots of Sectarianism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Masters, The Origins
of Western Dominance in theMiddle East: Mercantilism and the Islamic Economy in Aleppo,
1600–1750 (New York: New York University Press, 1988). Bruce McGowan, Economic Life
in the Ottoman Empire: Taxation, Trade and the Struggle for Land, 1600–1800 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981); Halil İnalcık, “Imtiyazat,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Sec-
ond Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1954–2009), 3:1179–1189. Ottoman administrative concern over
Roman Catholic political authority in Ottoman lands was also entangled with this reform
of berat issuance. Charles A. Frazee, Catholics and Sultans: The Church and the Ottoman
Empire, 1453–1923 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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tion.23 The broader Ottoman administrative attempt in the seventeenth cen-
tury to begin restricting how many berats were associated with each foreign
embassy was partly connected to the way some Ottoman Latin-rite Christian
families simultaneously claimed foreign tax status, based on a Venetian hus-
band’s foreign privileges, and acquired local residential properties, based on
an Ottoman Latin-rite Christian wife’s local privileges.24 The effect of these
seventeenth-century Ottoman legal reforms on the political mobility of Latin-
rite Catholics ran parallel with seventeenth-century Venetian reforms in Istan-
bul related to the hiring of Ottoman Latin-rite Christians. As in the case of
concerns in the Italian peninsula about Sefaradi Jewish diplomats straddling
the information networks of multiple empires, Venetian administrators sought
to keep Ottoman Latin-rite Christian dragomans who worked in Venetian ser-
vice on the payroll well into retirement age for fear that they might move to
another embassy and share information.25 By the eighteenth century, with the
diminishing of the Ottoman-Venetian trade route, European powers passed
over the Latin-rite Christians entirely when hiring Ottoman non-Muslim sub-
jects for diplomatic service. In sum, the draw of Ottoman and Venetian forms
of naturalization, and the push and pull of choosing residency and subject-
hood in either domain according to political and economic circumstances,
helped extend the activity of Genoese trade networks in the eastern Mediter-
ranean long after the Republic’s withdrawal from its Black Sea port of Caffa and
the absorption of Genoese-held Pera and neighboring Aegean islands (Chios,
Lesbos) into Ottoman dominion. In the long run, with the decline of Italian-
Ottoman commerce amidst a rise of French and British activity in the eastern
Mediterranean nodes of Genoese commerce in Iberia and South America con-
tinued to sustain the trans-Mediterranean activity of Genoese trade networks
well into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

23 Dursteler, “Education and Identity,” 287–303.
24 Rothman, Brokering Empire, 165–187.
25 One example is the case of Orimbei, a Luccan and one-time Venetian dragoman who

became Muslim and Ottoman grand dragoman and who nonetheless remained on the
Venetian payroll for his useful contacts. Tommaso Bertelè contextualizes Orimbei’s career
against the backdrop of the Venetians’ and Ottomans’ overlapping diplomatic networks.
Bertelè, Il palazzo degli ambasciatori di Venezia a Costantinopoli e le sue antiche memorie
ricerche storiche condocumenti inediti (Bologna: Apollo, 1932), 104–106. Rothmanhas high-
lighted the example of Giovanni Piron, an apprentice dragoman from the local Ottoman
Catholic elite who was listed in 1664 as an apprentice and who was kept on the payroll
even at the age of sixty-five. E. Natalie Rothman, “Interpreting Dragomans: Boundaries
and Crossings in the Early Modern Mediterranean,” Comparatives Studies in Society and
History 51.4 (2009): 771–800.
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2 Sefaradi Merchants from the Dutch Low Countries to the Italian
Peninsula and the OttomanWorld

The case of Sefaradi merchants in Ottoman domains in the fifteenth century
saw a similar pattern of a Mediterranean trade diaspora that was naturalized
into Ottoman subjecthood and that began tomove between Ottoman and Ital-
ian forms of subjecthood in accordance with changes in laws on residency,
movement, and customs duties. The aftermath of the expulsion of Iberian Jews
from the Crowns of Castile and Aragon in 1492 and Portugal in 1497 saw two
major demographic trends: theovernight expansion in Iberia of Christianswith
Jewish heritage, known in contemporary Iberia as conversos, and the growth
of both converso and openly Jewish Sefaradi communities throughout cities
linked to Mediterranean trade.26 From the later perspective of global trade
networks in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the most significant des-
tinations of Iberian Jewish exiles were the northern coastal cities of the Dutch
Low Countries, the Italian peninsula, the Ottoman Aegean, and late Mamluk
Egypt and Syria. A closer look at the legal fortunes of eminent Sefaradi families
across these geographies highlights the political and economic advantages of
residency in Italian and Ottoman cities, where the practice of Judaism legally
permitted.
The case of the converso Diogo Mendes Benveniste, who was among the

first in his family to travel from Portugal to Habsburg-controlled Antwerp in
1512, highlights the complexities of residency and commercial life for conver-
sos in cities where Inquisition offices were active and were intertwined with
governance. A merchant in precious stones and spices, Diogo Mendes was
arrested in 1532 on a number of counts that included being a “Judaizing” Chris-
tian (Heresie en Judaïsering), helping Portuguese conversos flee for Ottoman
lands, and monopolizing the trade of spice commodities to the detriment
of local merchants. According to extant records of the case preserved in the
Antwerp Municipal Archives, Diogo Mendes was sentenced to prison but was
soon released upon granting Charles V an interest-free loan of 50,000 ducats.27

26 A look at the commercial activities of Sefaradi families in northern Europe, especially
Amsterdam, highlights the continued centrality of Mediterranean trade networks in six-
teenth-century Sefaradi economic life. Renée Levine Melammed, A Question of Identity:
Iberian Conversos in Historical Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 69–
80.

27 A recordof the case againstDiogoMendes is preserved in theAntwerpMunicipalArchives
and has been published in Pierre Génard, “Personen te Antwerpen in de XVIe eeuw
voor het ‘feit van de religie’ gerechterlijk vergold. Lijst en ambtelijke bijhoorige stukken,”
Antwerpsch Archievenblad 9 (n.d.): 205–236.
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This arrangement was not the first or last of its type, as Philip III in 1602
secured some 1,860,000 ducats from Portuguese businessmen in return for
securing a papal bull that pardoned six thousand Portuguese converso fami-
lies for any past heresies.28 In the 1540s, Diogo Mendes’s sister-in-law Doña
Gracia Nasi and nephew João—that is, the later Ottoman diplomat Joseph
Nasi—fled the Low Countries for the Italian peninsula and Ottoman domains
after becoming entangled in legal difficulties. In Doña Gracia’s case, her legal
woes likewise led her to offer the cash-strapped government a private loan, but
her family’s properties were ultimately confiscated in absentia.29 How Doña
Gracia and Joseph Nasi became, respectively, a politically influential philan-
thropist and a chief adviser to Sultan Selim II (r. 1566–1574), is a story that
can only be fully contextualized against the backdrop of Jewish political and
commercial life in the Italian peninsula, the Ottoman Aegean, and late Mam-
luk Egypt and Syria as Mamluk territory was subsumed into Ottoman domin-
ion.
Lorenzo “The Magnificent” de’ Medici, the de facto ruler of the rising Flo-

rentine Republic (r. 1469–1492), had an unusual connection to two popes who
attempted to protect conversos from the offices of the Inquisition. Pope Leo X
(r. 1513–1521), the first of the two Medici popes, was Lorenzo’s second son Gio-
vanni di Lorenzo de Medici. Pope Clement VII (r. 1523–1534), the second, was
Lorenzo’s nephew Giulio di Giuliano de’ Medici. As the Medici popes rose
through the ranks of the church and reigned almost continuously from 1513 to
1534, theydeveloped the sameawareness that Lorenzo andhis descendants had
of how lucrative Sefaradi trade networks were for Italian commerce through-
out the Atlantic, Mediterranean, and even Indian Ocean worlds. Both Medici
popes developed a reputation for protecting Portuguese conversos in the Italian
peninsula from the jurisdiction of Charles V, the previously mentioned Habs-

28 Juan I. Pulido Serrano, “Las negociaciones con los cristianos nuevos en tiempos de Felipe
III a la luz de algunos documentos inéditos (1598–1607),” Sef 66 (2006): 345–375; António
Augusto Marques de Almeida, “O Perdão Geral de 1605,” Primeiras Jornadas de História
Moderna. Actas, vol. 2 (Lisbon: Centro de História da Universidade de Lisboa, 1986), 885–
898; Ana Isabel López-Salazar Codes, Inquisición portuguesa y Monarquía Hispánica en
tiempos del perdón general de 1605 (Lisbon: Colibri, 2010).

29 A series of eighteen documents preserved in the Portuguese National Archives, Vatican
Secret Archives, the National Archives of Brussels, the National Archives of Modena, and
the National Archives of Ferrara that detail the circumstances of both cases, including
assurances of protection from Rome, have been published in: Herman Prins Salomon and
Aron di Leone Leoni, “Mendes, Benveniste, de Luna, Micas, Nasci: The State of the Art
(1532–1558),” Jewish Quarterly Review 88 (1998): 135–211.
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burg monarch and Holy Roman Emperor. The second of the twoMedici popes
in particular, Clement VII (r. 1478–1534), famously issued the Bull of Pardon
(Bulla de Perdão) for Portuguese conversos in 1533 that pardoned past offenses
for those accused of “Judaizing” heresies.30 By 1536, however, Charles V offi-
cially instituted an office of the Inquisition in Portugal (Conselho Geral do
Santo Ofício) based on the model of Spain’s office (Tribunal del Santo Oficio
de la Inquisición), which was established in 1478. That is, while both Spain
and Portugal saw nearly simultaneous campaigns of mass baptisms and expul-
sions, Portuguese converso communities that included Spanish converso exiles
had an almost fifty-year respite before being pursued for “Judaizing” heresies.
Where Spanish conversos were able to escape tribunals was in Mexico, as the
office of Spanish Inquisition waited until 1571 to establish a branch in the
Americas. In Oaxaca, Spanish conversos participated in the wholesale export
of red cochineal pigment that, beginning in the 1540s, began to compete with
Iranian qermez in the Italian silk industry, particularly in the production of
Venetian red velvet. By the end of the century, converso networks linking the
Americas and Iberia with the Dutch Low Countries and the eastern Mediter-
ranean saw the movement of merchants who were simultaneously navigating
the changing dynamics of the Inquisition offices and trading in wholesale pre-
cious commodities like cochineal. Along with those commodities came the
news that Istanbul and Cairo, which were now connected to Europe through
the Ancona-Spalato-Istanbul route and the Venice-Ragusa-Istanbul route, saw
the widespread presence of openly practicing Iberian Jews in Islamic political
dominion.
While the second of the Medici popes, Clement VII (r. 1478–1534), was only

able to offer conversos in Portugal a three-year respite from political pres-
sures with the issuance of the Bull of Pardon in 1533, his defense of conversos
played a role in the continuity of Jewish commerce in the port city of Ancona
upon its absorption into papal control in 1532. It was during Clement VII’s
administrationwhenAncona began to attract Sefaradimerchantswho had set-
tled decades earlier in the Islamic world, and ultimately the Venetian Senate
responded quickly by allowing long-term residency permits for Jewish mer-
chants from Portugal and the Ottoman world.
The Venetian and Anconan policies toward Jewish settlement developed

in parallel. Specifically, the government of Ancona issued a series of decrees,

30 Jean-Pierre Filippini, “L’État pontifical,” in Les Juifs d’Espagne. Histoire d’une diaspora,
1492–1992, ed. Henry Méchoulan (Paris: Liana Levi, 1992), 304–305; Attilio Milano, Storia
degli ebrei in Italia (Torino: Einaudi, 1963), 238–242.
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beginning in 1499, lowering customs duties to encourage business with mer-
chants from Ragusa, Lucca, and Florence, ultimately offering the same priv-
ileges to all Ottoman subjects—including Jewish merchants—in 1518.31 The
Venetian Senate responded swiftly and deliberately to the movement of the
Genoese westward and to the ascendancy of Ancona in the increasingly Otto-
man-dominated Adriatic. Partly due to pressure from Venetian businessmen,
the Senate decided in 1541 to allow the settlement of Jewishmerchants for long
periods as part of a larger move away from a strictly protectionist approach to
the local silk industry and as part of a simultaneous aspiration to control the
Adriatic silk trade.32Thismovewas part of a longer post-Byzantine process that
saw the Venetian Senate attempt to transform Venice not only into a belated
Catholic patron of the Greek Orthodox Aegean, but also a commercial gateway
to the expanding silk and spice routes further east.33
Residency privileges in Ancona and Venice were still problematic for

Sefaradi merchants, particularly Ottoman subjects who had already estab-
lished residence in the Ottoman Aegean. In Ancona, residency privileges were
unpredictable in amanner evocative of Sefaradi experiences in Portugal, Spain,
and the Dutch Low Countries. Specifically, the first pope who came to power
following the Medici popes withdrew the right of Jews to reside in Ancona,
resulting in a return to Istanbul. InVenice, which saw greater continuity in Jew-
ish residency privileges,movement remained officially restricted, andpetitions
of exceptionwere grantedwith uneven frequency.More specifically, the decree
of the Venetian Senate that allowed Portuguese and Levantine Jews to settle in
the city, issued in 1541, was issued partly as a result of local complaints among
Venetian merchants about the government’s protectionist approach toward
local silk industries.34 That is, the sumptuary laws oriented around specific

31 Halil İnalcık’s classic examination of Ottoman commerce in the eastern Mediterranean
contextualizes this importance of Ancona in the Ottoman’s expanding control over the
silk trade with Iran through Bursa. İnalcık, “Bursa and the Silk Trade,” in An Economic
and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, 1300–1914, ed. Halil İnalcık and Donald Quataert
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 218–255.

32 Viviana Bonazzoli, “Ebrei italiani, portoghesi, levantini sulla piazza commerciale di Anco-
na intorno alla metà del Cinquecento,” in Gli Ebrei e Venezia, secoli XIV–XVIII, ed. Gaetano
Cozzi (Milano: Edizioni Comunità, 1987), 727–770.

33 Deborah Howard examines the development of Venetian urban political theater as a lens
for understanding the connections between Venice and Middle Eastern Christianity in
the Mamluk and Ottoman eras. Howard, Venice and the East: The Impact of the Islamic
World on Venetian Architecture, 1100–1500 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 189–
216.

34 Bonazzoli, “Ebrei italiani, portoghesi, levantini,” 727–770.
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conceptions of Catholic ethics in public space contrasted with the state of
affairs in nearby cities like Livorno and Lucca, where the presence of Sefaradi
merchants helped silk commerce take on global dimensions. In the case of the
previouslymentionedcochineal commodity, the earlier protectionist approach
meant that Venetian merchants had little access to this simultaneously lower
cost and high quality Mexican alternative to Persian crimson (qermez) in the
production of red velvet.35 Once the decree was issued, however, restrictions
of movement remained in the form of the enduring and politically complex
ghetto vecchio.
The rise of the ghetto vecchio, an urban space for “Ponentine” (Portuguese)

and “Levantine” (Ottoman) Jews that officially restricted their movement at
night, can be read in the context of this clash between, on the one hand, much
of the Venetian Senate’s resistance to the absorption of Jews in Venetian civic
life and, on the other hand, individual Senators’ and businessmen’s shared
vision of turning Venetian commerce global in competition with Ancona. The
application of a night curfew and restrictions on certain types of commerce at
the Rialto market was somewhat haphazard, as influential Jewish merchants
were able to secure exceptions.36 While this haphazardness has been read as
the halting tolerance of Venetian governance, it can also be read in a legal con-
text as that aspect of Venetian conceptions of residency and subjecthood that
made the city only partly able to pull the Ottoman world’s global commerce to
the westernmost point of the Venice-Spalato-Istanbul trade route. In a parallel
manner, the change of papal policies on Jewish residency in Ancona reflects a
similar weakness in the attraction of Ancona for Sefaradi Jews and their busi-
ness associates along the Ancona-Ragusa-Istanbul route.
What Ottoman domains offered, in contrast, were wide-ranging residency

and movement privileges that gave Sefaradi merchants access to Middle East-
ern trade networks in the Levant, which included Arabic-speaking Jewish net-

35 Louisa S. Hoberman offers several illustrative examples of conversomerchant houses that
connected Mexican production of cochineal with Spanish silk commerce. Hoberman,
Mexico’s Merchant Elite, 1590–1660: Silver, State, and Society (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991), 94–146.

36 The enforcement of sumptuary laws governing Venetian public space had a long his-
tory of uneven enforcement. Kovesi Killerby, “Practical Problems in the Enforcement of
Italian Sumptuary Law, 1200–1500,” in Crime, Society and the Law in Renaissance Italy,
ed. Trevor Dean and K.J.P. Lowe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 99–120.
Rothman has offered an overview of the way Jewish participation in the Rialto com-
mercial activities were contested by Venetian guilds, particularly against the backdrop
of the guilds’ declining profits from Levantine trade in Rothman, Brokering Empire, 29–
60.
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works trading in Iranian silks. As part of a specific approach to urban plan-
ning and empire construction, one oriented the centripetal pull of Ottoman
subjecthood and its economic outcomes, Ottoman administrators developed
an interest in the long-term settlement of Sefaradi merchants in Istanbul and
around the Balkans. Under Beyazid II in the late fifteenth century, Sefaradi
exiles played a major role in interimperial commerce both with neighbors in
the Italian peninsula and with centers in the Islamic world like Mamluk Cairo.
In the Ottoman context, this rise of Ottoman Sefaradi subjecthood developed
in tandem with the dynamics of Ottoman Latin-rite subjects.37
As in the case of Ottoman Latin-rite subjects, diplomacy was a key arena

that saw the politicalmobility of Sefaradi JewsmovingwithinOttoman govern-
ing circles and across Italian-Ottoman political boundaries. Jewish diplomats
working in Ottoman service were found within and outside Ottoman lands
throughout the Adriatic in places where merchant communities existed.38
Interimperial diplomacy was a natural fit for these merchants given how
Sefaradi Jewish commercial networks of the late sixteenth-century connected
the Italian and Ottoman eastern Mediterranean with places as far as Mexico
in the Spanish Atlantic.39 The Ottomans were keen to benefit from the service
of such entrepreneurs with their far-flung family networks, but the decision to
work in Ottoman service abroad was often a precarious one in according with
the fickle nature of trade relations and wars.
One of the most well-known examples of this complexity is the career of

Joseph Nasi, the previously mentioned João Nasi who was also known as João
Michel and Giovanni Miguel. His multiple aliases are indicative not only of
what Dursteler and Rothman have highlighted as the complexity of identity of
transimperial subjects straddling the porous Mediterranean political worlds,
but also the surprising interconnectedness that Gürkan has shown to have
existed at the level of imperial intelligence gathering.40 On the one hand, Nasi’s

37 In their respective studies of the early modern history of Ottoman subjecthood, Julia
Philips Cohen andMichelle Campos offer a comparative overview of the history of Sefar-
dic Jews, OttomanGreeks, andOttomanArmenians in easternMediterranean commerce.
Cohen, Becoming Ottomans: Sephardi Jews and Imperial Citizenship in the Modern Era
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians,
and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century Palestine (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011).

38 Aryeh Shmuelevitz, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire in the Late Fifteenth and the Sixteenth
Centuries: Administrative, Economic, Legal and Social Relations as Reflected in the Responsa
(Leiden: Brill, 1984).

39 Hoberman, Mexico’s Merchant Elite, 94–146.
40 Emrah Safa Gürkan, “Mediating Boundaries: Mediterranean Go-Betweens and Cross-
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activity in multiple empires points to the fact that interimperial diplomatic
activity facilitated the sharing of information for administrations that were in
alliance. On the other hand, Nasi’s straddling of multiple information networks
points to a key concern at the heart of Gürkan’s analysis: accusations, both false
and substantiated, of espionage that could come from either side of these tran-
simperial diplomatic and commercial networks.
The fact that Sefaradi diplomatic and mercantile activities throughout the

Mediterranean extended into the realm of information networks should be
read as a phenomenon illustrative of how transimperial identities and cultural
literacy could be as much a source of political and economic advancement as
they were a potential political disadvantage. In the case of accusations of espi-
onage, the precariousness of careers in interimperial diplomacy or the reper-
cussions of unpredictable political scenarios was often clearer on the side of
Italian city-states. In an era when politicians from Sefaradi families such as
Sinan Reis could be seen fighting under the Ottoman flag against the Spanish
Habsburgs, two Jewish subjects in the Kingdom of Naples were prosecuted for
passing Habsburg information to the Ottomans through contacts in Ottoman
Thessaloníki.41 Likewise, during the Ottoman-Venetian war over Cyprus from
1570 to 1573, Sefaradi merchants in Venice faced accusations of helping the
Ottomans. The outcome was that their mercantile and political status was fre-
quently unstable within the Venetian Republic.42

Confessional Diplomacy in Constantinople, 1560–1600,” Journal of Early Modern History
19 (2015): 107–128; Cecil Roth, The House of Nasi: The Duke of Naxos (New York: Green-
woodPress, 1948);NormanRosenblatt, “JosephNasi, Friendof Spain,” in Studies inHonorof
M.J. Benardete: Essays in Hispanic and Sephardic Culture, ed. Izaak A. Langnas and Barton
Sholod (New York: Las Americas, 1965), 323–332; Gürkan offers an analytical comparison
of how the diplomatic networks of the Nasi and Passi operated across Ottoman, Venetian,
and Habsburg boundaries.

41 In what reflects Sinan’s fame among world powers at the time, the Portuguese governor
in India in 1528 thought he was sent by the Ottomans to fight the Portuguese, and he
was referred to shortly after as “the famous Jewish pirate” by Henry VIII’s ambassador
in Rome in a letter to the king in 1533. John Sherron Brewer, Robert Henry Brodie, and
James Gairdner, eds., Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII:
Preserved in the Public Record Office, the British Museum, and Elsewhere (London: Long-
man, Brown, Green, Longmans and Roberts, 1862–1933), 6:426–428; Samuel Tolkowsky,
They Took to the Sea: A Historical Survey of Jewish Maritime Activities (New York: Thomas
Yoseloff, 1964), 174–175; Benjamin Arbel, Trading Nations: Jews and Venetians in the Early
Modern Eastern Mediterranean (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 180–182; Gürkan, “Espionage in the
16th-Century Mediterranean,” 394–395; José María del Moral, El Virrey de Nápoles: Don
Pedro de Toledo y la guerra contra el turco (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
Científicas, 1966).

42 Benjamin Ravid, “The Socioeconomic Background of the Expulsion and Readmission of
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How Sefaradi merchants and diplomats navigated these interimperial polit-
ical conflicts was in part a function of the fluid and, in practice, often unclear
legal distinctions throughout the eastern Mediterranean that delineated the
civic and commercial status of local subjects and long-term foreign residents.
From the perspective of citizenship and subjecthood,Venice in principle strict-
ly distinguished between nobles, citizens, subjects, and foreign residents. The
previously mentioned existence of sumptuary laws in Venice, which were an
extension of this civic hierarchy, governed social practices of dress and the
mixing of classes to an extent that reflected a theoretically strict but practi-
cally fluid understanding of Venetian society and ethics.43 Many Sefaradi Jews
in sixteenth-century Venice were considered long-term resident foreigners,
specifically as subjects of the Ottomans. It was, therefore, as Ottoman subjects,
not as Venetians, thatmany conductedmuch of their transimperial mercantile
business dealings throughout much of early modern Venetian history. Their
trading connections, especially with Ottoman elites, coupled with a lack of
access to many other professions in Venice beyond brokers in sixteenth- and
seventeeth-century Venetian law, helps explain why the Ottoman side of these
dangers was often the safer one.44
In other words, even the precarious circumstances of being potentially ac-

cused of espionage saw the same centripetal forces that drew many Genoese
and Sefaradi merchants more closely into Ottoman subjecthood than Vene-
tian subjecthood. More specifically, Ottoman governing circles in many cases
protected these transimperial diplomatic figures in a way that made Ottoman
diplomacy a more politically secure option for transimperial subjects. This
trend is particularly clear in the example of Ḥayyim Saruq, whose story rounds
out this study’s analysis of Genoese and Sefaradimerchants operating between
Italian peninsular and Ottoman political centers.

3 The Case of the Ottoman Sefaradi Subject Ḥayyim Saruq

Ḥayyim Saruq has been the subject of recent scholarship on the role of Sefaradi
Jewish merchants in the era of close Ottoman-Venetian political, commercial,
and diplomatic relations. Ḥayyim offers an illustrative example of the multi-

the Venetian Jews, 1571–1573,” in Essays inModern Jewish History: A Tribute to Ben Halpern,
ed. Phyllis Cohen Albert and Frances Malino (Rutherford, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson Uni-
versity Press, 1982), 27–55.

43 Kovesi Killerby, “Practical Problems” 99–120.
44 Rothman, Brokering Empire, 29–60.
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faceted importance of Jewishmerchants in early modernMediterranean trade
between centers in the Italian peninsula, the Balkans, Egypt, Syria, and the
Ottoman Aegean.45 Ḥayyim was an Ottoman subject from the Sefaradi com-
munity of Thessaloníki.46 He appears in Venetian notarial records as early as
1561 and was connected to prominent Ottoman Jewish families, such as the
Segura family, who operated in centers including Istanbul, Venice, Ferrara, and
Ancona.47 Apart from his involvement in the transfer of Ottoman exports,
credit operations, and the acquisition of shipping vessels, Ḥayyim was also a
patron of Talmudic literature in Venice.48
Ḥayyim, in other words, was an Ottoman subject able to build connections

between a variety of Sefaradi and non-Sefaradi Jewish communities in the east-
ern Mediterranean as well as connections between Jewish merchants and the
variousMuslimandChristian communities in Italian andOttoman lands. Polit-
ically speaking, his negotiations with Venetian authorities on behalf of the
Thessaloníki’s Jewish community are particularly illustrative of the many hats
he wore. In the context of a communal commercial dispute, an extant respon-
sum of the rabbi Samuel deMedina of Thessaloníki indicates that Ḥayyimwas
asked to appeal to the Venetian authorities to reduce the community’s com-
mercial tariffs by fifty percent. The appeal was successful.49 In what reflects
the social and political position that Ḥayyim reached in easternMediterranean
diplomatic circles, his name appears in Venetian notarial records, the acts of
the Senate andCouncil of Ten, and inVenetian judicial records.The scholarship

45 Arbel, Trading Nations, 95–168.
46 Mark Mazower has provided an analytical overview of the arrival of Sefaradi merchants

in the Ottoman Aegean in his discussion of the premodern history of Greece. Mazower,
Salonica, City of Ghosts: Christians, Muslims and Jews, 1430–1950 (New York: Knopf, 2005),
46–63.

47 The archival Lettere e scritture turchesche collection in the Venetian Archives is an impor-
tant source for documents such as the Judaeo-Spanish contractual agreement between
Ḥayyim Saruq and Joseph Segura in 1566/67. Archivio di Stato di Venezia (ASV), Lettere
e scritture turchesche, filza 2, fol. 192. An inventory of the collection, which includes this
agreement, was recently published in Maria Pia Pedani, ed., based on the materials com-
piled by Alessio Bombaci, Inventory of the Lettere e Scritture Turchesche in the Venetian
State Archives (Leiden: Brill, 2010).

48 Arbel, Trading Nations, 96ff.
49 The original source used by Arbel was examined previously by Benayahu, who quotes key

portions of the text, and is also available in an edited collection of Rabbi Samuel de Med-
ina’s responsa.M. Benayahu, “Further EvidenceonḤayyimbenSaruq inVenice” (Hebrew),
OzarYehudei Sefarad (Tesoros de los Judíos Sefardíes) 8 (1965): 135–136; Shmuel deMedina,
She eʾlot u-teshuvot Maharashdam (New York: ha-Aḥim Polaḳ, 1958), vol. 3, no. 99; Arbel,
Trading Nations, 95–97.
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contextualizing Ḥayyim’s legacy has shown how his position reflects a larger
pattern whereby Sefaradi Jewish merchants were central to Ottoman politi-
cal and commercial relations in the eastern Mediterranean in an era when the
Ottomans sought dominance in the region.
What is unclear about Ḥayyim’s story, beyond what it tells us generally

about Sefaradim in Ottoman diplomacy, is how indicative his career might
be of the way imperial boundaries were increasingly contested and demar-
cated. On one level, his story highlights how Sefaradi Jewish merchants, like
Ottoman Christian subjects, navigated fluid political boundaries between poli-
ties like theVenetian Republic andOttoman Sultanate, whosemutually impor-
tant commercial relations partly explain the two polities’ longer history of
peaceful relations than conflict. On another level, Ḥayyim’s story also brings
to mind the fact that Venetian and Ottoman administrators were continu-
ously debating, especially through legal edicts, how to manage and police
these boundaries. From the perspective of governance, administrators were
aware of the political advantages of transimperial subjecthood given the gov-
ernment’s needs of political diplomacy and commercial negotiation. However,
as in the case of the Venetians maintaining certain Ottoman Latin-rite Chris-
tians on the Venetian payroll in order to avoid their employment by other
embassies, both Venetians and Ottomans were equally interested in manag-
ing and controlling the boundaries of their information networks. The Dutch,
newcomers to the global trade scene in the sixteenth century, even sought to
benefit from the overlap of diplomatic and merchant communities in Istan-
bul despite the possible transfer of Dutch information to other embassies.
The Ottomans appear to have taken a similar approach, allowing centers like
Thessaloníki to benefit politically and commercially from the commercial and
diplomatic activities of high-level transimperial subjects like Ḥayyim with an
apparent awareness that theVenetiansmight, in turn, learn about the activities
of Ottomans political elites. The outcome was that in his case, Ottoman sub-
jecthood offered greater political security than any status the Venetians could
offer.
In 1571, the Council of Ten in Venice sent Ḥayyim back to Ottoman territory,

specifically to Istanbul, to gain information for Venice about Ottoman affairs.
This event occurred five years after the Ottomans intervened on behalf of
Ḥayyim in Venice’s bankruptcy proceedings against him, an event that saw the
Ottomans apply diplomatic pressure on Venice in order to claim as Ottoman
royal property an amount of alum that Venice originally sought to confis-
cate. Three years prior to that event, the Ottomans intervened when Venetian
authorities seized as contraband, and therefore state property, a shipment of
textiles that Ḥayyim brought to Venice. The event turned into a diplomatic
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spat that saw the Ottomans claiming the material as their own, which pre-
vented the bailo from leaving unless the cloth was delivered. From the per-
spective of Ottoman governance, the question that arises here is whether the
high-level patronage of figures like Ḥayyim was part of a deliberate strategy
or set of strategies on the part of Ottoman administrators to prioritize max-
imum commercial benefit over maximum demarcation of information net-
works.
Like the Venetians, the Ottomans were certainly aware that figures like

Ḥayyim, like the many Ottoman Catholic subjects working in the European
embassies, could share information between the embassies.50 As mentioned,
the fact that misinformation was deliberately passed to other embassies, and
the fact that dragomanswere kept on the payroll to prevent their being hired by
other embassies, is indicative of this reality. In the case of Ḥayyim, even in the
years prior to 1571, it would certainly have been conceivable to the Ottomans
that the Venetians might become privy to various Ottoman political affairs in
the years whenḤayyim and other Sefaradi and Catholic transimperial subjects
like himwere in close contactwithVenetian authorities.Therefore, the fact that
Ottomans intervened time and again on behalf of Ḥayyim and others seems
to reflect something that parallels the Dutch example of governance, which is
that in the particular case of Ottoman-Venetian relations, Ottoman governance
frequently showed a preference for maximizing the political and commercial
benefits of transimperial subjecthood in spite of the potential leaks across
Ottoman and Venetian information networks. This aspect of Ottoman gover-
nance might be a specifically early modern outcome of a common Venetian-
Ottoman political and commercial cause against growing Atlantic and Indian
Ocean mercantile activity on the part of the Portuguese and Dutch.51 The end
resultwas that as long asVenetian andOttomanpolitical and commercial inter-
ests were in alignment, Ottoman Catholic and Jewish subjects like Ḥayyim
became the beneficiaries of cultural connections linking the Italian peninsula
with the Ottoman world.

50 Gürkan, “Mediating Boundaries” 107–128.
51 Ottomans contemplated and took steps, with Venetian support, to establish a political

alliance with the Southeast Asian Sultanate of Aceh in competition with the Portuguese
in Melacca. Giancarlo Casale, The Ottoman Age of Exploration (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 123–125.
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Conclusion

This studybeganwith thequestionof hownaturalizationbecameamechanism
for expanding political boundaries, one that Italian peninsular and Ottoman
administrations attempted to use to absorb trade diasporas or trade networks
in a commercially viable way. To what extent were they successful in the case
of Genoese and Sefaradi trade networks? One of the key patterns highlighted
in this study’s reexamination of key episodes in early modern Mediterranean
history is the enduring pull of Ottoman subjecthood, which attracted Genoese
and Sefaradi transimperial merchants in the late fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies in accordance with three specific legal advantages: residency privileges,
movement along lucrative internal trade routes and frontiers, and lowered cus-
toms duties throughout commercial centers absorbed into Ottoman political
dominion.
From the perspective of the Genoese Republic’s most prominent families,

what this comparison sheds light on is the extent that their unique approach to
expanding political boundaries went beyond militarized territorial expansion.
In accordancewith Genoese political practices throughout theMediterranean,
long-term naturalization abroad as foreign subjects, whether as Ottoman sub-
jects orVenetian citizens (cittadini), offered analternative approach to expand-
ing the political reach of the Republic’s center. From the perspective of Sefaradi
Jewish exiles, what this comparison sheds light on is the extent that natural-
ization, and specifically legislation dictating flexibility in residency and move-
ment, became the central player in the story of how the early modern Italian
republics and the Ottoman sultanate absorbed a variety of economically lucra-
tive trade diasporas around the world.
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chapter 2

The Headings of the Psalms: A Case Study in
Medieval Exegesis and Translation*

Esperanza Alfonso

It is almost a commonplace of biblical scholarship to say that the technical
terms that appear in the headings of many Psalms—especially in books one
through three and, with some exceptions, in book five (Psalms 109, 139, and
140)—have been and continue to be an enigma in the history of the interpre-
tation of this book of the Bible. These terms include what must have origi-
nally been indications on musical performance and literary genre, as well as
biographical and historical information, particularly in reference to the life of
David. While consensus has it that they must be later additions, their precise
meaning, lost in an early period, continues to keep Bible specialists intrigued.
Rather than delving into the origin of the headings of the Psalms, this article

aims to deal with a specific layer in the history of the medieval reception and
translation of the text. Its main focus is the glossary-commentary to Psalms
included in MS Hunt. 268, held at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.1 MS Hunt.
268 is a codex—produced in the Iberian Peninsula, most likely in the second
half of the thirteenth century—that includes a large number of glosses in the
Castilian vernacular and was probably used in the context of teaching and

* This research is part of a project entitled LEGARAD II: Legado de Sefarad. La producción
material e intelectual del judaísmo sefardí bajomedieval (FFI2015-63700-P), funded by the
Spanish Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad and Fondo Europeo de Desarrollo Regio-
nal (FEDER).

1 I am currently completing an edition and study of MS Hunt. 268. A. Neubauer cited pas-
sages from this text as part of his overview of the discussions on the authorship and titles
of the Psalms, featuring an extensive list of sources including translations of the Bible into
Aramaic, Greek, and Latin, as well as commentaries by Jewish authors, both Karaite and Rab-
banite, ranging fromSaadiahGaon (d. 942) to Saadiah ibnDanan (second half of the fifteenth
century). See Neubauer, “The Authorship and the Titles of the Psalms According to Early
Jewish Authorities,” in Studia Biblica et Ecclesiastica: Essays Chiefly in Biblical and Patristic
Criticism by Members of the University of Oxford, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1890), 1–
58. Incidentally, Saadiah Gaon is one of the four exegetes—together with the tenth-century
Karaite authors Yefet ben ʿElī and Salmon ben Yeruḥam and the Sefardic author Abraham
ibn Ezra (d. 1164)—whose commentaries on the Psalms are the subject of a book by Uriel
Simon, in which he pays close attention to the enigmatic terms in the headings: Simon,
Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms: From Saadiah Gaon to Abraham ibn Ezra, trans. Lenn
J. Schramm (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).
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studying the biblical text. I have chosen it for two reasons. First, it allows me
to explore the way in which Bible teaching was inspired by the earlier exeget-
ical tradition and dialogues with it. Second, it constitutes a highly interesting
linkbetween thedifferent exegetical traditions that converge in themanuscript
and themedieval and postmedieval translations of the Bible into Castilian. The
pages that follow explore both issues.
Regarding the manuscript text’s relationship with earlier exegetical tradi-

tions, I am especially interested in the coherence and internal logic of the
glossary-commentary, as well as its dependent relationship with the commen-
taries of Solomon ben Isaac or “Rashi” (d. 1105) and of David Qimḥi (d. 1235?),
which my previous work on this text has led me to identify as its main sources.
As regards the translations, I am interested in the relationship that the text’s
leʿazim (vernacular glosses) and its proposed interpretations have with the
medieval and postmedieval translations of the Bible into Castilian. We only
have complete testimonies of these translations in fifteenth-century codices,2
but it is assumed that the translations these codices transmit belong to a tradi-
tion that reaches back to families that originated as early as the thirteenth cen-
tury.3 With regard to the titles of the Psalms in the vernacular versions, in 1953
José Llamas wrote an article in which he focused on two of them, E3 and E5.4
The other books glossed and commented upon within MS Hunt. 268 begin

with an introduction, so it is only reasonable to imagine that one was also pro-
vided for Psalms; unfortunately, however, the codex is truncated and the text for
this book begins at Psalms 9:17. As a result, we do not have the commentary cor-

2 With the possible exception of the Psalter included in San Lorenzo de El Escorial, Real Bi-
blioteca, MS I.i.8, which is not included in this study as it calls for separate treatment.

3 The translations that are used as points of comparison are the following manuscripts from
before 1492, given with the standard abbreviations: E3 (San Lorenzo de El Escorial, Real
Biblioteca, MS I.i.3); E5 (San Lorenzo de El Escorial, Real Biblioteca, MS I.i.5); EV (Évora, Bi-
blioteca Pública, MS cxxiv/1–2); BNE (Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España, MS 10288); and
Arragel (Madrid, Palacio de Liria). E4 (San Lorenzo de El Escorial, RealMonasterio, MS I.i.4) is
not included, since it omits the headings of the Psalms. All of thesemanuscripts are available
online: Andrés Enrique-Arias, ed., Biblia Medieval, 2008–, http://corpus.bibliamedieval.es/.
Among those texts later than 1492 are the Ferrara Bible, which appeared in 1553 (F), and
the Bible glossary Ḥeshek Shelomo, published in Venice by Gedaliá Cordobero in 1558 (HS).
The most up-to-date overall studies on the relationship between and comparison of these
manuscripts are: Francisco Javier Pueyo, “Biblias romanceadas y en ladino,” in Sefardíes: Li-
teratura y lengua de una nación dispersa. XV Curso de CulturaHispanojudía y Sefardí de la Uni-
versidad de Castilla-La Mancha, ed. Iacob M. Hassán and Ricardo Izquierdo Benito (Cuenca:
Universidad de Castilla-LaMancha, 2008), 193–263; Francisco Javier PueyoMena and Andrés
Enrique-Arias, “Los romanceamientos castellanos de la Biblia hebrea compuestos en la Edad
Media: Manuscritos y traducciones,” Sef 73.1 (2013): 165–224.

4 José Llamas, “Los epígrafes de los Salmos en las Biblias castellanas judías medievales,” Sef 13
(1953): 239–256.

http://corpus.bibliamedieval.es/
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responding to the following terms: mizmor (Ps 3:1), la-menatstseaḥ bi-neginot
(Ps 4:1), el ha-neḥilot (Ps 5:1), ʿal ha-sheminit (Ps 6:1), shiggayon (Ps 7:1), ʿal ha-
gittit (Ps 8:1), and ʿalmut la-ben (Ps 9:1). Presumably, these termswere dealt with
at their first occurrence (the words mizmor and la-menatstseaḥ appear fifty-
seven and fifty-four times, respectively, in the headings). Out of all of them, we
find discussions of three (bi-neginot, ʿal ha-sheminit and ʿal ha-gittit) when they
occur later in the text. In what follows, these three and the rest of terms from
the extant part of the Psalms are presented in the order in which they appear
in the biblical text, citing first the Hebrew text and then the translation of the
relevant passages from MS Hunt. 268.5

1 ʿal ha-sheminit: Ps [6:1],6 12:1

.ונרמאשומכ,ןימינ׳חןברמזילכ׳יפ.תינימשהלעחצנמל.א,בי

Psalm 12:1. For the leader,7 on the sheminit (lit. the eighth). It means a
musical instrument with eight strings, as we have already said.8

The text interprets the term sheminit as referring to a musical instrument with
eight strings, without providing further details. This interpretation coincides
with that of Rashi on Psalms 6:1, although he specifies that it is a harp (kinnor)9
and relates the verse to 1Chronicles 15:21, where the term also appears.10

5 I am very grateful to Emilio Ros-Fábregas for his help with musical terminology through-
out.

6 In what follows, all verses in which the term in question appears are indicated, including
those that are missing from the commentary (which are inserted in square brackets) and
those that are not specifically commented on.

7 Since the commentary on the term la-menatstseaḥ is not extant, I follow the translation
of the Jewish Publication Society, as in the rest of the article.

8 Presumably when commenting on Psalm 6:1.
9 This interpretation also appears in Targum and Rabbinic sources (bArak 13b, PesR 21, and

MidPs) regarding the distinction between the seven-, eight-, and ten-stringed harp. Sev-
eral Karaite authors subscribed to this view. See Simon, Four Approaches, 66; Neubauer,
“Authorship,” 36–37. We also find this interpretation among Sefardic authors, such as
Menaḥem ben Saruq, Mosheh ibn Chiquitilla and Mosheh ibn Ezra: Simon, Four Ap-
proaches, 236. Menaḥem ben Saruq, Maḥberet, ed. Ángel Sáenz-Badillos (Granada: Uni-
versidad de Granada, 1986), s.v. g-t remarks on the term ha-gittit (Ps 8:1, etc.): “It may be
interpreted as a musical instrument, as [is the case with]: ʿal ʿalamot shir, ʿal maḥalat, ʿal
ha-sheminit, ʿal ha-nevalim le-natstseaḥ, ʿal ha-kinnorot, ʿal ha-neginot, ʿal shigyonot, and
ʿale ʿasor.”

10 “And Zechariah, Aziel, Shemiramoth, Jehiel, Unni, Eliab, Maaseiah, and Benaiah with
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David Qimḥi points out in the introduction to his commentary on Psalms
that the meanings of some enigmatic terms at the beginning of certain Psalms
were currently unknown, and notes that he would discuss this point in his
commentary onPsalms4:1. Thepassage is relevant for understanding the expla-
nation of this term, and therefore it is worthwhile to cite it here at length. It
reads as follows:

Psalm 4:1. La-menatstseaḥ, bi-neginot, mizmor le-david. Our Rabbis of
blessed memory said (MidPs ad loc.) that this psalm was recited with
three varieties of praise: with the leading of the music (niṣṣuaḥ), with
the playing upon the instruments (niggun), and with the singing of the
Psalm (mizmor). And what it means is that themenaṣṣeaḥ is the one who
was in charge of the singers, and that the Psalms were rendered under
the direction of the menaṣṣeḥim, who assigned them to the players and
singers. Thus one never finds “for the player” (la-meshorer) or “for the
singer” (la-megannen), but “for the leader” (la-menatstseaḥ) … And there
was a “leader” over the instrument called neginot and another over the
instrument called sheminit.11 And the poems, chants, and praises were
said according to the melody that was associated with them; this was
an elevated science that stimulated the rational soul and was counted
among the secular sciences. And the instruments found in the Temple to
give praisewere: nevalim, kinnorot,meṣiltayim, ḥaṣoṣerot, and shofar. And
the instruments were divided up according to the melodies associated
with them. Among these melodies are those called: ʿalamot (1Chr 15:20);
neginot, with which this psalm (Ps 4) was recited;maskil;mikhtam; shig-
gayon; neḥilot; shigyonot; and gittit. The instruments were: ʿasor, ʿugav,
and minnim. And each had its (associated) melody, as those who prac-
ticed this science knew.Andwe findwritten: “And four thousand for prais-
ing the Lord with instruments I devised for singing praises” (1Chr 23:5).
It is not known whether those who held the instruments in their hands
were the same as those who recited the psalms, or if some recited them

harps on ʿalamot; also Mattitihah, Eliphalehu, Mikneiah, Obed-edom, Jeiel, and Azaziah,
with lyres to lead on the sheminit.” (1 Chr 15:20–21)

11 In addition to this interpretation, there are two passages where Qimḥi seems to read the
term neginot in a different way. Thus, in his introduction, he refers to “neginot, mizmorim
and shirim, some of them uttered with the accompaniment of musical instruments and
some without,” where neginot seems to be a composition adapted for stringed instru-
ments. Further on (Ps 4:1), he lists eight melodies (neginot): ʿalamot (1Chr 15:20); neginot,
with which Psalm 4 was recited;maskil;mikhtam; shiggayon; neḥilot; shigyonot; and gittit,
where neginot refers to one of the eight melodies listed, or to “melody” in a generic way.
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while others played the instruments. We also find that Scripture says:
“The Levites with the instruments of the Lord’s music that King David
had made to praise the Lord ‘for His steadfast is eternal’ by means of the
Psalms of David that they all knew. The priests opposite them blew trum-
pets” (2Chr 7:6), and “The song was sung and the trumpets were blown”
(2Chr 29:28); only the priests played the trumpets, as the text says: “The
trumpets shall be blown by Aharon’s sons” (Num 10:8), and the Levites
played the rest of the instruments, according to “when the Levites were
in place with the instruments of David, and the priests with their trum-
pets” (2Chr 29:26).12

In this passage, David Qimḥi understands the terms neginot and sheminit as
musical instruments. He revisits the term in Psalm 6:1, where he states:

We have already explained the meaning of neginot and sheminit, and the
remaining kinds of musical terms (sheʿarmine ha-niggunim) in Psalm 4:1.
And some explain it [i.e., the term sheminit] as an eight-stringed harp,
and [say] this Psalm was recited to the accompaniment of its music. And
according to derash (bMen 43b; MidPs 6.1) [it refers to] circumcision,
which was given on the eighth [day], although this is far [from the literal
meaning of the text].13

Among the medieval translations of the Bible, BNE clearly adopts the inter-
pretation given here—that is, the one that identifies the term sheminit as an
instrument with eight strings—and translates it thus: “sobre el instrumento
delas ocho cuerdas” (Ps 6:1). Likewise, the term is also translated as “on the
eighth string” (E3: “sobre la cuerda ochaua”; HS: הדריאוקהבֿא׳גואאל ); or generi-
cally, as “on the eighth” (E5/E7: “sobre la octaua”; EV: “sobre la othaua”; Arragel

12 To consult the Hebrew text of this and the rest of the medieval commentaries cited here,
see the electronic version of the Miqraʾot Gedolot Haketer: Miqraʾot Gedolot Haketer
Project at Bar-Ilan University,Miqraʾot Gedolot Haketer, 2016, http://www.mgketer.org/.

13 In his commentary on Psalm 6:1, Saadiah explains: “ʿAl ha-sheminit teaches us that the
Levites in the Temple had eight alḥān, one assigned to each group of them.” According to
him, the term designated the eighth melody (laḥn) out of the eight that exist (cf. Simon,
Four Approaches, 18). For Abraham ibn Ezra, sheminit and the other enigmatic techni-
cal terms that begin many psalms allude to the first words of a poem, in whose melody
the psalm was sung. On Psalm 4:1 he adds two alternative interpretations: 1) a melody, an
opinion endorsed by Saadiah Gaon; and 2) amusical instrument, following the rabbinical
tradition. In his treatment of Psalm 12:2, he gives three succinct interpretations: melody,
poem, and string (cf. Simon, Four Approaches, 236). In what follows, I will refer to Ibn Ezra
only in those cases in which he departs from this main interpretation.

http://www.mgketer.org/
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and F: “sobre la ochaua”). In Arragel, the glosses he adds to his translation help
to specify the meaning.14 He gives three possible explanations: as a musical
instrument,15 as the ambitus or range of a psalm’s melody encompassing eight
notes, and in reference to circumcision.

2 [For the leader] ʿal ha-gittit: Ps [8:1], 81:1, 84:1

וא,ובןגנליתגהםודאדבועלןותנהיהרומזמההז.ףסאלתיתגהלעחצנמל.א,אפ

.והשעשכתגבדיודהיהש

Psalm 81.1. For the leader, ʿal ha-gittit le-asaf. This psalm was given to
Obed-Edom the Gittite (cf. 2Sam 6:10–12) for him to play. Or, according
to its most obvious meaning, it is possible that David was in Gat when he
composed it.

In this case, the text differs from the two interpretations that Rashi gives for
Psalm 8:1: amusical instrument that comes fromGat,16 or (followingMidPs 8.1)
as a reference to Edom “thatwill be trodden like awinepress (gat),” an interpre-
tation that is not supported—Rashi reckons—by the content of the Psalm.17
It also differs from the first interpretation given by David Qimḥi in his com-
mentary on Psalm 8:1, according to which the term refers to a kind of melody.
However, it reflects two interpretations that Qimḥi cites but does not subscribe
to when commenting on this verse: “Some say: David said it when he was in
Gat,” a view that he also mentions in his Shorashim; and “others say that it was
given to the sons of Obed-Edom the Gittite.”18

14 In the glosses, Arragel discusses the rubrics in the Psalms according to the Hebrew text.
In the translation there are rubrics in Latin, which were apparently added at the time
corrections were made by suggestion of the Friars. See Moshe Lazar, “Moses Arragel as
Translator and Commentator,” in La Biblia de Alba: An Illustrated Manuscript Bible in
Castilian, ed. Jeremy Schonfield, 2 vols. (Madrid: Fundación Amigos de Sefarad, 1992),
2:157–200.

15 Arragel clearly understands “ochaua” as a musical instrument in Psalm 4:1. Here, his com-
ments are not very clear. He may be alluding to either a musical instrument or a type of
composition.

16 This is also the version in the Targum—“on the harp which came fromGat”—and what is
suggested by Menaḥem ben Saruq,Maḥberet, s.v. g-t.

17 In Psalm 81:1, he again repeats this interpretation. It coincides with the Targum.
18 In the introduction to his commentary, Abraham ibn Ezra cites the latter interpretation

(together with another one), explicitly attributing it to Saadiah; however, in his commen-
tary on Psalm 8:1, he presents it as his own, adding that it is perhaps a poem that begins
with this word (as he interprets the rest of the enigmatic terms in the headings); he adds
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Of the vernacular versions, E3, E5, EV, and HS translate the term in the sense
of a guitar-shaped lute.19 In BNE it is clear that it is an instrument, thoughwhich
kind is not specified: “sobre el jnstrumento gujti” (8:1). In Arragel we find “sobre
githith,” and in F, which usually preserves the Hebrew terms in transcription,
“enGittith” (Ps 8:1).20Again, Arragel’s glosses clarify themeaning, as he explains
that it can refer to an instrument by this name, githith, from Gat (on Ps 81:1 he
adds: “some translate vihuela”), and in reference to the sons of Obed-Edom ha-
Gitti, to whom David would have given the psalm to play.

3 Mikhtam le-david: Ps 16:1, 60:1; le-davidmikhtam: Ps 56:1, 57:1, 58:1,
59:1

,בהזהאוהש,םתככבושחורקיהזרומזמש׳יפ.וּדאיָסְירֵפְוּמלְשַׁ.דודלםתכמ.א,זט
םידיגניכועמש׳הזהןושלכןכו,בהזכםירקיוםיבושחוםינוכנוםימיענםירבדובש׳ולכ

םירקיםירבד׳מול׳ורש,)כ,בכםש(22׳םישילשךליתבתכ21הנה׳,)ו,ח׳שמ(׳רבדא

םיבושחהםירבדלןירוקשךרדכו,םירקיוםיבושחםהש,םישילשוםידיגנכםיבושחו

וא,ףסאלאוההדמחוראפ׳יפש,)א,פ׳הת(׳ףסאלתודע׳ןושלןכו,תוילגרמםינוכנהו

.טישכתןינעאוהש,)מ,גכ׳חי(׳ידעתידעו׳ןמ,הדמחוראפירבדםהש

אוהשםתככםיבושחוםיחוכנוםינוכנוירבדשרומזמ׳יפ.וּמלְש23ַ.דיודלםתכמ.א,ונ

,)דכ,אלםש(׳יחטבמיתרמאםתכלו׳,)דועוזט,חכבויא(׳ריפוא24םתכ׳ןמ,בהזה
,)כ,בכםש(26׳םישילשךליתבתכ25הנה׳,)ו,ח׳שמ(׳רבדאםידיגניכועמש׳ןכו
םירבדלןירוקןכו,םיבושחםירש׳יפש,םישילשוםידיגנכםירקיוםיבושחםירבד׳יפש

.תוילגרמםיבושחה

that, according to Ibn Chiquitilla, gittit was “an instrument attributed to Obed-Edom the
Gittite.” See Simon, Four Approaches, 237–239. Other authors had alluded to Obed-Edom,
but they gave a different meaning to the expression. See Neubauer, “Authorship,” 38.

19 Harvey Turnbull and Paul Sparks, “Guitar,” inTheNewGrove Dictionary of Music andMusi-
cians, ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tirrell, 29 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001),
10:551–578, esp. 553. On the medieval guitar, its introduction into the Iberian Peninsula,
and its evolution, see Rosario Álvarez, “Los instrumentos musicales en los códices alfon-
sinos: Su tipología, su uso y su origen. Algunos problemas iconográficos,”Revista de Musi-
cología 10.1 (1987): 77–78.

20 The translation of the term in Psalms 81:1 and 84:1 is “on theGittith,” so it is highly probable
that he also understands it as a musical instrument.

21 Massoretic text: אלה .
22 According to the ketiv: םושלש .
23 Masoretic Text: םתכמדודל .
24 Masoretic Text: םתכב .
25 Massoretic text: אלה .
26 According to the ketiv: םושלש .
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Psalm 16:1. Mikhtam le-david. Salmu preciadu. It means that this psalm
is [as] precious and important as ketem, which means gold, that is, that
there are things in it that are beautiful, correct, important, and precious
like gold. And thus, there is also the expressions: “Listen, for I speak noble
things (negidim)” (Prov 8:6), “Indeed, Iwrote down for you a threefold lore
(shalishim)” (Prov 22:20), whichmean: precious and important things like
princes (negidim) and chiefs (shelishim), which are precious and impor-
tant. And in the sameway,words that are important and correct are called
pearls. Thus, there are also the expression “ʿedut le-asaf ” (Ps 80:1), which
means: beauty and grace is for Asaf, or that they are things of beauty and
grace, from “You donned your finery” (Ezek 23:40), which has the sense of
jewel.

Psalm 56:1. Mikhtam le-david. Salmu. It means psalm whose words are
correct, true, and important as ketem, which is gold, from “Gold of Ophir”
(Job 28:16, etc.), “Did I put my reliance on gold” (Job 31:24). And thus,
[there are also the expressions] “Listen, for I speak noble things” (Prov
8:6), and “Indeed, I wrote down for you a threefold lore” (Prov. 22:20),
which mean important and precious things like princes (negidim) and
chiefs (shelishim), which are important princes. Similarly, important
things are called pearls.

In these two passages, MS Hunt. 268 relates the termmikhtam to ketem (gold),
attributing to it the meaning of “precious psalm” and thereby underlining its
value, a semantic nuance that reflects the laʿaz. It compares the expression to
“ʿedut le-asaf ” (Ps 80:1), in which it also attributes to ʿedut the sense of beauty
and grace.27
The proposed interpretation contrasts with Rashi’s, which starts by point-

ing to the opinion of the Rabbis according to whom the meaning would be
related to a psalm of David, “who was meek (makh) and unblemished (tam),
whose wound (makkato) was perfect (tammah) as he was born circumcised.”28
Rashi thinks that although this interpretation is possible for le-david mikhtam
(Pss 56:1, 57:1, 58:1, 59:1), it is not in the case of mikhtam le-david (Pss 16:1,
56:1). In these last two verses, Rashi is of the opinion that the term refers to
“one of the names of types of poetic styles, as there is a distinction among
poetic styles.” Furthermore, some manuscripts include an addition according

27 See below, on ʿedut (Pss 60:1, 80:1).
28 See bSot 10b; also MidPs 16.1.
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to which the termmikhtamwould have themeaning of “crown,” in the sense of
ketem paz (Song 5:11).29
In his commentary on Psalm 16:1, David Qimḥi again cites 4:1, where he had

included mikhtam in the list of terms that described different kinds of melo-
dies. However, in the Shorashim (under k-t-m), he interprets the term in refer-
ence to David, “on him whom this psalm was like gold (ketem).” This interpre-
tation is in agreement with another that he gives in the same work (under ʿdh)
for ʿedut as “this Psalm was adornment and beauty for Asaf.” This is one of the
two possible interpretations that Abraham ibn Ezra had adopted in his com-
mentary of Psalm 16:1, although, as in the rest of the cases, IbnEzra believes that
the term could refer to “the melody of a poem that began mikhtam.” As Uriel
Simon points out, in Psalm 80:1 Ibn Ezra refers explicitly to Jonah ibn Janah,
who uses similar reasoning in his interpretation of ʿedut and relates both terms
to each other,30 just as they are related byQimḥi in Shorashim and in this text.31
MSHunt. 268 includes two leʿazim: “salmupreçiadu” (Ps 16:1) and “salmu” (Ps

56:1). None of the vernacular translations considered herein reflects the idea of
excellence that is explicit in the first laʿaz. Taking Psalm 16:1 as an example,
E3 and HS translate it as “salmo,” whereas E5 and EV translate it as “plegaria,”
and BNE as “oraçion” (cf. Gallican and Iuxta Hebraeos: “oratio”).32 Arragel is an
exception: at Ps 16:1 he notes that it is about the instrument with which the
psalm is played or that the term refers to a crown, since David valued it as a
precious crown.33

4 [For the leader] ʿal ayyelet ha-shaḥar: Ps 22:1

,)כ,בכ׳הת(׳השוחיתרזעל34יתולייא׳ןמ,תולעחכ׳יפ.רחשהתליאלעחצנמל.א,בכ
איהשלארשיתסנכלעלשמשרדהךרדלעו,רחשהתולעבובןיגנמשרומזמ׳וריפ

םתויהבלארשיתסנכלערומזמהןינעלכשאוהןוכנו,רחשומכהפקשנהםיבהאתליא

.תולגב

29 E3 translates: “corona de ofaz.”
30 Simon, Four Approaches, 240.
31 On this same association in earlier Karaite authors, see Neubauer, “Authorship,” 51.
32 E3, E5, and EV translate the term in the same way for all six occurrences of the term. BNE

translates it as oraçion in Psalms 16:1 and 56:1, and as jnpresion (with spelling variants,
perhaps from Heb. רתא , as in Ibn Janāḥ, Sepher Haschoraschim) in Psalms 57:1, 58:1, 59:1,
60:1. See Jonah ibn Janāḥ, SepherHaschoraschim, ed.WilhemBacher (Berlin: H. Itzkowski,
1896; repr., Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1969), s.v. k-t-m. F leaves the term untranslated.

33 In the headings of Psalms 56, 57, 58, 59, it only alludes to the second explanation, indicat-
ing in one case that David held the psalm in question as his crown.

34 Masoretic Text: יתוליא .
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Psalm 22:1. For the leader ʿal-ayyelet ha-shaḥar. It means: the power of
the rising [of the dawn], from “my strength (eyaluti) hasten tomy aid” (Ps
22:20). Itmeans: a psalm that is sung at the rising of thedawn.Andaccord-
ing to derash, this is a mashal of the community of Israel that is ayyelet
ahavim (see Prov 5:19) that breaks like the dawn (see Song 6:10). And it is
correct [to say] that the entire theme of the psalm is the community of
Israel in exile.

The first of the two interpretations that are offered relates the term ayyelet to
the concept of strength; the second (“hind of the dawn”) adopts a midrashic
interpretation that understands the term to refer to the community of Israel.
This second opinion, according to derash is in keeping with that of Rashi, for
whom the expression designates first of all a musical instrument, but points
out that it could also be understood as a reference to the nation of Israel or,
in the Rabbis’ view, to Esther.35 Some manuscripts include an addition with a
supplementary interpretation that explicitly cites Menaḥem ben Saruq, who
interprets the term ayyelet as strength (Maḥberet, s.v. ʾ-y-l), as in the first inter-
pretation of our text, although he relates the term shaḥar to seeking, as in
Proverbs 11:27 and 7:15,36 and not to the dawn; nor does he relate it to the time
of day when it is sung.
In his commentary, David Qimḥi gives three possible explanations for the

term ayyelet: the one preferred by those who interpret it to be amusical instru-
ment, without mentioning Rashi specifically; the one preferred by those who
think it derives from eyaluti in Psalm 22:20, which is why the biblical textwould
indicate that this is a psalm that is sung at the break of dawn;37 and that pre-
ferred by those who think that it is a name to designate the morning star, as
the Rabbis say in yYom 3.2 [40b]. He adds, again following the Rabbis, that the
morning star is identified with Esther38 and with Israel, which was in exile at
that time. He recalls, finally, that there are some who apply the term to David
in his flight from Saul. In his Shorashim, Qimḥi interprets the term in the first

35 SeeMidPs 22.1 (whereayyelet ha-shaḥar is identifiedwithEsther); inMidPs 22.6 this Psalm
is associated with the Fast of Esther, and bMeg 15a indicates that she recites it on her way
to see Ahasuerus. In bYom 29a there is a discussion about why she is compared with a
gazelle.

36 The Targum translates it as: “Upon the strength of the daily morning sacrifice.” Saadiah
also interprets the term to mean “at sunrise” (lit. “the strengthening of the morning”). See
Simon, Four Approaches, 51n56.

37 This same observation appeared in Saadiah and Abraham ibn Ezra: Simon, Four Ap-
proaches, 240.

38 See above, note 35.



headings of the psalms 45

place as “morning star,” he cites the interpretation that links the term ayyelet to
“strength,” and he concludes that the right way to understand it is as amashal
of the community of Israel, as the comparison is applied to her in Song of
Solomon 2:7 and Psalm 22:1.
Of the vernacular translations, E3, HS, and F reflect the Talmudic interpre-

tation, adopted in the Shorashim, and they translate it as: “sobre la estrella
dela mañana” (E3), הנאיינאמאלידוריזול (HS), and “sobre luzero de la mañana”
(F). E5, EV, and BNE, following Rashi’s preferred interpretation, understand the
term to refer to a musical instrument and translate it as: “sobre el estrumente
del aluorada” (E5 and EV); and “sobre el jnstrumente dicho çierua del alma”
(“alua”?) (BNE). Arragel provides a three-fold interpretation: “sobre la çierua
de la mañana,” “sobre la fortaleza de la mañana,” and “sobre la fortaleza de la
obscuridat,” and he points out that for some (Rashi) it is a musical instrument
and for others the time of the morning in which David composed the psalm.

5 Maskil: Ps 32:1, 42:1, 44:1, 45:1, 52:1, 53:1, 54:1, 55:1, 74:1, 78:1, 88:1, 89:1,
142:139

40דיודל׳ומכ,ליכשהללכֶשֶׂרומזמ׳וריפ.וּטנְייֵמִידִנְיטִנְיאֵידֵּוּמלְשָׁ.ליכשמדודל.א,בל
,)אל,ולבויא(׳ריבכמללכאןתי׳מ״ע,יישימחהדבכהמםשאוהו,)א,חל׳הת(׳ריכזהל
הזרומזמש׳ולכליעפמןושלועמשמכומכוא,םינוכנםינינעונממןיליכשמש׳ולכ

.םעלונינעדמלמש,)א,ס׳הת(׳דמלל41דיודלםתכמ׳ןכו,םעלריהזמוןיבמוליכשמ

ןיביש׳ולכ,הנבהלרומזמ׳יפ.וּטנְייֵמִידִּנְיטֵנְיאֵידֵּוּמלְשַׁ.חרקינבלליכשמחצנמל.א.במ

היהישוא,)אל,ולבויא(׳ריבכמללכאןתי׳מ״ע,םשאוהו,םיחוכנםירבדארוקהונממ

.םיחוכנםירבדםעלליכשמודמלמש׳ולכ,ליעפמ

Psalm 32:1. Le-david, maskil. Salmu de entindimientu. It means psalm of
understanding to make [people] understand, as in “A Psalm of David for
understanding” (Ps 38:1). [It is] a noun of the heavy verbs with five let-
ters in their ground form (i.e., hifʿil), following the paradigmof le-makhbir
(Job 36:31), meaning that [readers] understand right things from it. Or,
according to itsmost obviousmeaning [that is, to what it appears at first],

39 At Psalms 32:1, 52:1, 53:1, 54:1, 55:1, 142:1 the term is associated with David’s name; at Psalms
74:1, 78:1 with Asaph’s; at Psalm 88:1 with Heman the Ezrahite; at 89:1 with Ethan the
Ezrahite; and finally at Psalms 42:1, 44:1, 45:1, with the Korahites.

40 Masoretic Text is: דוִדל .
41 Masoretic Text is: דוִדל .



46 alfonso

it is a mafʿil form, meaning that this psalm provides understanding and
gives knowledge and advises the people, as in “A mikhtam of David for
teaching” (Ps 60:1), which means that he teaches its meaning to the peo-
ple.

Psalm 42:1. For the leader,maskil, li-vene Qoraḥ. Salmu de entendimien-
tu. It means psalm of understanding, that is, so that the reader under-
stands from it things that are correct. It is a noun that follows the para-
digm of le-makhbir (Job 36:31). Or it can be amafʿil form, that is, that [the
psalm] teaches and shows the people righteous things.42

In both passages, which are practically identical, the termmaskil is understood
as a noun (“understanding”) or as a masculine singular active participle of the
hifʿil form (“that gives understanding”). In Shorashim (s.v. s-k-l), David Qimḥi
adopts the term maskil (Ps 32:1) as a prooftext of the hifʿil form of the root,
which coincides with the first sense,43 although in the commentary to this
same verse he cites what he already said in Psalm 4:1, where he pointed out
that maskil was a kind of melody.44 In his commentary on Psalm 32:1, Rashi
states, on the basis of a baraita cited in tPes 117a, that every Psalm in which
the termmaskil is mentioned means that David said it through an interpreter
(turgeman).45
The laʿaz “salmu de entendimientu” adopts the first sense in this case; that

is, it reads the term as a noun, and in doing so it concurs with the translation in
E5 (“entendimiento,”with spelling variants in the different verses); EV (“entend-
jmjento,” also with spelling variants); and BNE (“de entendimiento” in Ps 42:1).
In Psalm 32:1 BNE translates it as “fazjente entender” and in Psalm 44:1 as “para
entender,” thus reflecting the second sense.46 Arragel translates it as “prudente”
nine times (Pss 32:1, 42:1, 44:1, 45:1, 74:1, 78:1, 88:1, 89:1, 142:1); in his glosses to four
of these verses (Pss 32:1, 42:1, 44:1, 45:1), he explicitly interprets the term as a

42 In Psalm 45:1 the text repeats this last meaning in an abbreviated way.
43 The Targum translates it as “intelligence.”
44 Saadiah understood it to allude to the didactic genre, that is, as a psalm that teaches wis-

dom. In addition to considering it the title of a poem, Ibn Ezra thinks that it might also
allude to the psalm genre. See Simon, Four Approaches, 51n56, 243.

45 Lit. “translator, interpreter.” Mayer I. Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society, 2007), ad loc., translates “ghostwriter.” In Psalm 88:1, Rashi
explains how the process of composition happens.

46 As in other cases, BNE exhibits variety in how it translates the term: “psalmo” (Pss 45:1,
53:1, 54:1, 55:1), “jntellectual psalmo” (Ps 52:1), “psalmo jntelectual” (Pss 74:1, 78:1, 88:1), etc.
E3 is consistent in translating it as “Salmo,” and F preserves the Hebrew termmaskil.
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musical instrument; in Psalm 74:1, he indicates a lack of certainty in the identi-
fication; and in Psalm 88:1, he interprets the term as alluding to Heman. Three
other times (Pss 52:1, 54:1, and 55:1) Arragel translates it as “psalmo,” while he
leaves it untranslated in Psalm 53:1.

6 Le-hazkir: Ps 38:1, 70:1

׳דיגאוינפל]י[תרצ׳ךרדכ,לארשילשםתורצריכזהל׳יפ.ריכזהלדודלרומזמ.א,חל

.תושקתוערואמותורצןינערומזמהלכןינעןכיכ,)ג,במק׳הת(

.ה״בקהינפלהלפת.ריכזהלדודלחצנמל.א,ע

Psalm 38:1. David’s Psalm to make remembrance. It means to recall
Israel’s tribulations, as it says in Psalm 142:3, “I laymy trouble beforeHim,”
since this is themeaning of the whole psalm, tribulations and hard times.

Psalm 70:1. For the leader, from David, to make remembrance. Prayer,
before the Holy One.

The interpretation of the term in Psalm 38:1 is based on Rashi’s commentary,
to which is added a prooftext and an application of this sense to the content
of the whole psalm. Likewise, in Psalm 70:1 Rashi’s commentary is followed
in an abbreviated way.47 David Qimḥi gives two options in his commentary:
that it is one of the melodies (to which he has referred in Psalm 4:1), or that it
has the sense of “giving thanks” (lehodot), as in Isaiah 12:4 (“Declare that His
name is exalted”). He adds that David wrote this psalm to be prayed by anyone
anguished by the soul’s evils and burdens; that is, he concludes, “this psalm is
to remind andmake known to any oppressed and anguished person that he has
to pray it.”48
The sense of “remembering” is the one that the vernacular translations give,

with different variants. Arragel translates the term as “por remembrar” (Ps 38:1)
and understands it as referring to an instrument or as alluding to David, who
had to remember it in order to pray it every day. At Psalm 70:1, he translates it
as “memorial,” in the sense of a psalm to be prayed every day.

47 The Targum also translates in in this way (“For the remembrance of Israel”).
48 In this last meaning, he follows Ibn Janāḥ, Sepher Haschoraschim, s.v. z-k-r.
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7 [For the leader] lidutun: Ps 39:1; [For the leader] ʿal yedutun: Ps 62:1,
77:1

,׳חרקינבל׳,׳ףסאל׳ךרדכ,םירומזמהראשכןותודיל׳יש.ןותודילעחצנמל.א,בס
לע׳ומכ,ןותודיובןגנישידכרומזמההשענ׳ולכ,ןותודירובעב׳מול׳ורשוא,םתלוזו

.רובעב׳יפש,ובאצויכו,)רועודכ,בכ׳בד(׳רשארבד

Psalm 62:1. [For the leader] ʿal Yedutun. It should say: by Jeduthun (lidu-
tun), as is the case with the rest of the Psalms, [where it says] le-Asaf,
li-vene-Qoraḥ, etc. Or possibly it means, for Jeduthun, that is, this psalm is
made for Jeduthun to play, as is the case with [the idiom] ʿal devar asher
(Deut 22:24, etc.), and others, which also mean “for.”

It can be deduced from this passage that the text understands Jeduthun as the
name of a person, who is considered to be either the author of the psalm in
question or the musician who is intended to play the psalm. In the introduc-
tion to his commentary to Psalms, Rashi alludes to the rabbinical controversy
around Jeduthun, in which the term was interpreted as an actual person, one
of the singers [who performed liturgical music before the Ark] (1Chr 16:41),
or in reference to the judgments imposed on David and Israel.49 In his com-
mentary on Psalm 39:1, Rashi repeats these two possibilities and adds a third
according towhich the termcould be thenameof amusical instrument (Mena-
ḥem,Maḥberet, s.v. g-t). In his commentary onPsalm62:1 hementions the latter
interpretation and themidrash that he had referred to in the introduction, and
in his commentary on Psalm 77:1 he only mentions the midrash. In Psalms 62:1
and 77:1, David Qimḥi notes that it is a psalm that David composes and gives to
Jeduthun to perform; he therefore concurs with the second of the two senses
that are indicated in MS Hunt. 268.50
E3, BNE, andF coincide in translating the termaccording to the second inter-

pretation, which understands the psalm to be intended for Jeduthun.51 In con-
trast, E5 and EV consider it to refer to amusical instrument, which they identify

49 On the sources of this rabbinical controversy, see Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms,
168n24–25.

50 According to Saadiah and Ibn Chiquitilla, David wrote these three psalms and gave them
to Jeduthun to perform; Ibn Ezra notes, as in the rest of the cases, that it was the title of a
poemwrittenby anauthor of the samename, or that thepoemwas given to Jeduthun, thus
mentioning the two-fold opinion expressed inMSHunt. 268. See Simon, Four Approaches,
242–243.

51 In Psalm 62:1, E3, however, translates it as: “por ayudador.”
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as the lute (in Pss 39:1, 62:1), and as the tungano/tunzano (possibly a mistake,
as the term is not documented elsewhere) in Psalm 77:1, following Ben Saruq
and Rashi. As for Arragel, he renders the expression as “A Jeduthun” in Psalms
39 and 62, explaining that he is the musician (assonador) or singer (cantor) to
whomDavid gives it and that the biblical text does not specifywithwhat instru-
ment it should be played; in Psalm 77, Arragel translates it as “De Jeduthun” and
explains thatAsaph composes the psalmand gives it to themusician,whoplays
it with an instrument called a Jeduthun.

8 For the leader ʿal shoshannim: Ps 45:1, 69:1, 80:1; shoshan ʿedut: Ps
60:1

,רישהלוקליונכוראתאוהשוא,םינשושכדמחנריש׳יפ52.םינשושלעחצנמל.א,המ
.ונרמאשומכםינוכנוםיחוכנםירבדונינעמםיליכשמש.ליכשמ.ןאחלאללבקל׳רעבו

Psalm 45:1. For the leader ʿal shoshannim. It means: a song beautiful like
the lilies.53 Or it is possibly the title and name of themelody of the poem,
which in Arabic would be laqab li-l-ʾilḥān.

ןושל.הרָוּשׂוֹמרְיפֵ.ףסאלתודע.םינשושכוירבדםידמחנש54.םינשושלאחצנמל.א,פ
תאורזנהתאוילעונתיו׳ןמ׳ידע׳ו,םירבדהםהיפויוטישכת׳ולכ,יונו,יפויו,טישכת

ללפתהותוילגשלשםהלזמרשלארשילתודעלשרומזמא״ד.)אי,גכב״הד(׳תודעה

;ח,פ;ד,פ׳הת(׳העשונוךינפראהוונבישה׳םימעפ׳גהזהרומזמב׳מואירהש,םהילע
.םהלאובלתודיתעהתורצהלכובםהלזמרו,)כ,פ

Psalm 80:1. For the leader ʿal shoshannim. His words are pleasing like
the lilies. ʿEdut le-Asaf. Fermosura. In the sense of adornment, beauty,
and loveliness; that is, adornment and beauty are the words, and ʿadi
derives from “Andplaced uponhim the crown and the insignia (ha-ʿedut)”
(2Chr 23:11). Another interpretation: Psalm of Israel’s testimony, in which
[Asaph] alludes to the three exiles and prays for them, since in the psalm
he repeats three times “Restore us, show Your favor that we may be deliv-

52 Massoretic Text: םינשֹש .
53 In Song of Solomon 5:13, following Ibn Janāḥ, Sepher Haschoraschim, s.v. sh-sh-n, the term

shushan is interpreted as “rose” because that is what the context requires. The three verses
cited here lack the laʿaz, so I follow the usual tradition of understanding theword shushan
as meaning “lily.”

54 Massoretic Text: םינשֹש .
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ered” (verses 4, 8, and 20), and with that he alludes to all the misfortunes
that will befall them in the future.

ראפןינע׳יפ.הרָוּשוֹמרְיפֵֿידֵּ.תודע.ןשושכדמחנריש.תודעןשושלעחצנמל.א,ס

םיראפנוםידמחנוירבדש׳ולכ,)אי,זט׳חי(׳ידעךדעאו׳ןמ,יפויוטישכתוהדמחו

תאוילעןתיו׳ןכו,ה״דע׳ש.ונרמאשומכ,בהזכםירקיוירבדש׳םתכמ׳ןכו,טישכתכ

ודיעהשםינשושלולשמנשןירדהנסלשןתודעלעא״ד.)בי,איב״למ(׳תודעהתאורזנה

.שרפתישומכ,םודאבו,ןומעינבבו,םראבםחלהל

Psalm 60:1. For the leader ʿal shushan ʿedut. A song beautiful like a
lily. ʿEdut. De fermosura. In the sense of splendor, loveliness, jewel, and
beauty, as “I decked you out in finery (ʿedi)” (Ezek 16:11), that is, his words
are beautiful and magnificent like a jewel. The same is true of mikhtam,
whichmeans that hiswords are precious like gold, aswehave already said.
The root is ʿ-d-h, as in “And placed upon him the crown and the insignia
(ha-ʿedut)” (2Kgs 11:12). Another interpretation: referring to the testimony
of the Sanhedrin, who were likened to lilies (shoshannim), who gave tes-
timony at the time of the war with Aram and with the sons of Amon and
with Edom, as will be explained.55

The interpretation of the term shoshannim/shushan is the same in the three
previous verses: the beauty of the Psalm is like that of lilies. This interpreta-
tion, which is in line with the literal meaning of the text, differs from Rashi’s,
who gives a midrashic interpretation of the term and for whom, in Psalm 45:1,
the term shoshannim refers to the Rabbis, in whose honor the sons of Korah
had composed the Psalm56 (as it is interpreted in the Targum). It also differs
from David Qimḥi’s interpretation, for whom the term in Psalm 45:1 refers to
a musical instrument, echoing an interpretation that had been mentioned in
earlier sources. At Psalms 45:1, MS Hunt. 268 adds a second interpretation: ʿal
shoshannim could refer to the melody according to which the Psalm is sung.
This interpretation is identical to Saadiah’s, for whom shushan/shushanim is
the name of a laḥn.57

55 Psalm 60:2 says: “When he fought with Aram-Naharaim and Aram-zobah, and Joab re-
turned and defeated Edom—[an army] of twelve thousand men—in the Valley of Salt”
(cf. 2Sam 8; 1Chr 18).

56 On the rabbinical sources of this association, see Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms,
352–353n2.

57 As in the rest of the cases, Abraham ibn Ezra considers ʿal shoshanim to be the beginning
of a poem with whose melody this psalm is sung. Simon, Four Approaches, 18, 243.
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Some vernacular translations adopt themeaning given byQimḥi and earlier
authors; thus, at Psalm 45:1, E3 translates the term as “con estrumentes” and
BNE as “sobre el jnstumente lirios.” Elsewhere, only the name of the flower is
translated: “lirio/lirios” (E3 in Pss 60, 69, 80), “rrosas” (E5 and EV in Pss 45, 69,
80),58 “açuçena” (E5 and EV in Ps 60) or, as in F, left in Hebrew. HS, on the other
hand, differs from all of them and translates שוזוג , probably from the Hebrew
sason (joy) and not shushan.59
As for the term ʿedut, which appears in Psalms 60:1 and 80:1, it is understood

firstly as related to the word ʿadi (jewel), in the sense of “splendor, loveliness,
jewel and beauty,” as has already been noted in our discussion of the term
mikhtam, with whose meaning it is explicitly related in the first of these two
verses. This interpretation appears in Ibn Janāḥ (SepherHaschoraschim, s.v. ʿ-d-
h).60 David Qimḥi (Shorashim, s.v. ʿ-d-h) also interprets Psalm 80:1 in this way,
although he indicates in the commentary that ʿedut is a musical term whose
precise meaning is unknown. To this shared interpretation, MS Hunt. 268 adds
a second one, according to derash, which follows Rashi’s commentary ad loc.
in both verses.61 This second interpretation gives the term ʿedut themeaning of
“testimony,” instead of “beauty.”
Among the vernacular translations, only HS translates the term ʿedut in

Psalm60:1 in the senseof “beauty” ( יטייפֿא ); themajority of the vernacular trans-
lations (E3, E5, BNE) understand it in the sense of testimony, or they leave it
untranslated (F: Heduth, although in 80:1 it is also translated as “testimony”).
For his part, Arragel considers ʿal shoshanim (“sobre las rosas”),62 ʿedut (“testi-
monio”), and ʿal ʿedut shushan (“rosa del testimonio”) to refer tomusical instru-
ments.63

58 See above, note 53.
59 That is also how it translates the term shushan in Psalm 60:1.
60 In his commentary ad loc., Ibn Ezra mentions this interpretation. See Simon, Four Ap-

proaches, 249.
61 At Psalm 60:1, Rashi relies on MidPs ad loc. He concurs with the Targum Yonatan, which

translates it as “To praise the Sanhedrin.” See Moshe J. Bernstein, “A Jewish Reading of
Psalms: SomeObservations on theMethod of the AramaicTargum,” inThe Book of Psalms:
Composition and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller (Leiden: Brill, 2005),
492.

62 This is how it is explainedbyDavidQimḥi in the introduction to his commentary; on other
authors, see Neubauer, “Authorship,” 46.

63 Saadiah also interpreted the term ʿedut in this way. See Simon, Four Approaches, 249.
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9 [For the leader] […] ʿal ʿalamot shir: Ps 46:1

ידֵּוּקנְקַוֹאוּקנְאקָידֵּשׁוֹטנְייֵמִאלָיסֵ.רישתומלעלעחרקינבלחצנמל.א,ומ

תוצ׳רעבו,קוחרמלעמשנוניאשםלענוךומנוברעולוקשןוגינילכבריש.שׁוֹטנְייֵמִאלָיסֵ
הלואגהןמזןינעלערבדמהזהרומזמהןינעיכ,םירתסנוםימלענוינינעשרישא״ד.יפֹכ

.ונממםלענורתסנהנמזש

Psalm 46:1. For the leader li-vene Qoraḥ ʿal ʿalamot shir. Celamientos
de cancu o cancu de celamientos. Poem with [the accompaniment of a]
musical instrument, whose sound is so soft and low and hidden that it
cannot be heard from afar, and in Arabic is called: ṣawt khafiyy. Another
interpretation: Poem whose meanings are veiled and hidden, since the
psalm is about the time of redemption, which is secret and unknown to
us.

According to Rashi, ʿalamot is the name of amusical instrument, from 1Chron-
icles 15:20. The first of the interpretations given in MS Hunt. 268 understands
ʿalamot as “low, soft.” This reading concurs with Saadiah, who also interprets it
to mean of “a quiet (neʿelam) voice.”64 In his Sepher Haschoraschim (s.v. ʿ-l-m),
Ibn Janāḥ understands it in a similar vein as a musical performance in a low,
soft tone. David Qimḥi, ad loc., citing Psalm 4:1, considers it a kind of melody.
MS Hunt. 268’s second interpretation gives the term ʿalamot the meaning of
“hidden,” and so does David Qimḥi in his Shorashim (s.v. ʿ-l-m).
The laʿaz (“Celamientos de cancu o cancu de celamientos”) reflects only

the second meaning.65 In this, it agrees with E5 (“sobre los ençelamjentos.
Cantar”), EV (“sobre los ençelamjentos cantar”), BNE (“sobre las cosas ocultas
canto”), and HS ( שאטרייבֿוקניא ). E3 reflects Rashi’s interpretation (“con estru-
mentes canto”), and F retains the Hebrew term. Arragel, who translates it as
“sobre las moças” (from ʿalmah, “maiden”), understands it to refer to a musical
instrument called “cantico de las moças.”

64 Simonpoints out that forAbraham ibnEzra,who cites Saadiah’s opinion, ʿalamot is simply
the title of a poem, as in the rest of the cases. Simon, Four Approaches, 244.

65 The term cancu is probably derived from cantico, song, which in the vernacular versions
is given as a translation of the Hebrew shir.
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10 [For the leader] ʿal maḥalat: Ps 53:1; [For the leader] ʿal maḥalat
laʿannot: Ps 88:1

,ףתןימכאוהו,רובנט׳רעבו,)דל,אי׳פוש(׳תולחמבוםיפתב׳ןמ.תלחמלעחצנמל.א,גנ
,רישתלחמלע׳יש,טפשמכאלשךמסהו״תבאבו,ףותהםעדימתרכזנאוהןכלעו
,ותלוזו)א,אס׳הת(׳תניגנלעחצנמל׳ןכו,תראפתלקספההינפמובץמקהו,הזבאצויכו
,׳הבסמ׳,׳הלגמ׳מ״ע,הלַחִמְךמסהו״תאלבוטפשמו,ובאצויכו,לבנתניגנלע׳ישש
ןכו,)טי,ב׳שי(׳רפע66תולחמב׳ןיבווניבלידבהלידכךכלקוהו,ל״לחושרששיפל
.תסַּכִמְ׳שמש,)ד,בי׳מש(67׳תושפנתסכמב׳

Psalm 53:1. For the leader ʿal maḥalat. As in “Be-tuppim u-vi-meḥolot”
(Judg 11:34), and in Arabic it is: ṭunbūr, which is a kind of drum, and
therefore it is always mentioned together with the word ha-ṭof. The taw
of the construct is against the norm; it should say: ʿal maḥalat shir, and
the qameṣ, due to pause, is euphonic. Similarly, “For the leader, ʿal negi-
nat” (Ps 61:1), it should be: ʿal neginat nevel. According to the norm, the
form (maḥalat) should bewithout a taw, which is proper for the construct
state, that is,meḥillah, following the paradigm of megillah andmesibbah,
because its root is ḥ-l-l, but it is lightened in order not to be confusedwith
“And hollows (u-vi-meḥillot) in the ground” (Isa 2:19), and that is also the
case in “In proportion to the number of persons” (Exod 12:4), where be-
mikhsat should bemekhissat [mekhissah?].

In his study on the Psalms, Simon points out that for Saadiah this heading (ʿal
maḥalat) is the only one that means a name for a musical instrument. Now,
Saadiah relates maḥalat with maḥol and identifies it as an instrument called
ṭabl, a large two-headed drum,68 whereas in this case, the instrument is iden-
tified as ṭunbūr,69 which for Saadiah is the Hebrew kinnor. Rashi also indicates
in his commentary on Psalm 53:1 thatmaḥalat is a musical instrument, as had
MenaḥembenSaruq (Maḥberet, s.v. g-t).To this first interpretationRashi adds a

66 Masoretic Text: רפעתולחמבו .
67 Masoretic Text: תֹשפנ .
68 Simon, Four Approaches, 20. It is also identified as ṭabl in David ben Abraham. See

Neubauer, “Authorship,” 47.
69 While ṭunbūr is originally a string instrument, the semantic change from string to per-

cussion instrument is already documented in Andalusi Arabic. See Federico Corriente,
Christophe Pereira, and Ángeles Vicente, Dictionnaire des emprunts ibéro-romans: Em-
prunts à l’arabe et aux langues du Monde Islamique (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019). I am very
grateful to Ángeles Vicente for this reference.
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secondone,which is the only onehebrings tobear inhis commentary onPsalm
88:1, according towhich the termwould refer to Israel’s illness (maḥalah), when
the Temple was destroyed. As for David Qimḥi, in his commentary on Psalm
88:1, he alludes, as usual, to the enigmatic nature of the expressions that open
some psalms and their connection to music, and to this he adds an interpreta-
tion, according to derash, based on MidPs ad loc.
Of the vernacular translations, three give the term themeaning of an instru-

ment: BNE, in the passage that corresponds to Psalm 88:1, where it is translated
as: “sobre el jnstrumentomahalat,”70 andE5 andEV,which translate both verses
(53:1 and 88:1) as “sobre la baldosa.”71 HS translates it as הנילבֿאטנאק and ירבוש

הנילבֿאטנאק , respectively.72 For Arragel, as was mentioned in the discussion of
the term Jeduthun in Psalm88:1,Maalath is amusical instrument called “dolen-
çia e aflicçion” (frommaḥalah, “illness”).

11 ʿAl yonat elem reḥoqim: Ps 56:1

לאשומ,םיקוחרתרבח׳יפ.שוֹקנְינִוֹלידֵּאיָנְפַנְוֹק.םיקוחרםלאתנוילעחצנמל.א,ונ

םגלאשוהשומכ,הדיגאןינעאוהש)ז,זל׳רב(73׳םימולאםימלאמונחנאהנהו׳ןמ

הזדיוד׳מא.)הכ,בב״מש(׳תחא74הדוגאלויהיו׳הדיגאןושלמץובקהוהרבחהוןכ

הנוילוהעיסוומצעהמדוותחפשמלווצראלוקשחוותואתלעתגבותויהברומזמה

םש(75׳דודנקיחראהנה׳,)ז,הנ׳הת(׳הנויכרבאילןתיימ׳׳מואשומכ,דודנתקחרמה
,)אי,ד׳מש(׳םלאםושיימ׳ןינעמ׳םלאתנוי׳א״ד.לארשיץראמםיקוחרויהש׳מולכ,)ח

70 In Psalm 53:1, it is translated as “sobre cantilena.” Cantilena, from Latin cantilena, is a song,
or a short poemmeant to be sung. SeeMartín Alonso, Diccionariomedieval español: Desde
lasglosas emilianenses y silenses (s. XV)hasta el siglo XV (Salamanca:UniversidadPontificia
de Salamanca, 1986).

71 Alonso, Diccionario medieval español, s.v. baldosa: from Italian, late fourteenth century,
a stringed musical instrument similar to the psalter. Lloyd August Kasten and Florian
J. Cody, Tentative Dictionary of Medieval Spanish (New York: Hispanic Seminary of Medie-
val Studies, 2001), s.v. baldosa: from Provençal baudosa, with the same meaning. See also
Álvarez, “Instrumentos musicales,” 79.

72 Like the word maḥol, the Castilian term cantavlena seems to have a double meaning of
musical instrument and dancing circle. In this regard, the translation of its feminine con-
struct in the expression ki-meḥolat ha-maḥanayim (Song 7:1) is interesting. MS Hunt. 268
translates “con cantavlena de los fosados” in the sense of an army positioned in a circle, as
does Arragel (“chorro de los reales”); however, E5 and EV opt for an instrument, like BNE,
which translates it as “atabal,” from the Arabic ṭabl.

73 Masoretic Text: םימלֻא .
74 Masoretic Text: הדגֻאל .
75 Masoretic Text: דֹדנ .
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ןילוכיויהאלשםימלאכםשןיבשויודודנתקחרמההנויכםצראמםידדונויהש׳מולכ

.ןוכנהוהזו,דחפמרבדל

Psalm 56:1. For the leader, ʿal yonat elem reḥoqim. Compaña de lonincos.
It means a group of people who are far away, metaphorically, from “There
we were binding sheaves” (Gen 37:7), which has the meaning of tying, in
the same way that the group and society are related metaphorically with
the expression “to tie,” in “Forming a single company” (2Sam 2:25). David
recited this psalm in Gat on the desire and longing that he felt for his
homeland and his family and he compared himself and his companions
with a dove that moves away in its flight, as in “O that I had the wings of
a dove!” (Ps 55:7), “Surely, I would flee far off” (Ps 55:8), that is, that they
were far from the land of Israel. Another interpretation of yonat elem is
that it is derived from “Who makes [man] dumb (illem)” (Exod 4:11), that
is, that they had left their land as a dove leaves on its flight and they had
settled there like mute people who could not speak out of fear. And this
is correct.

The commentary addresses the expression elemreḥoqim and construes the first
word to mean “group,” relating the term to others with the same root in Gen-
esis 37:7 and 2Samuel 2:25, such that it interprets it as “group of people who
are far away.”76 It provides a second interpretation, which it seems to prefer,
according to which elem is an adjective modifying the previous term (yonah),
and together they would mean “mute dove.”
In his SepherHaschoraschim (s.v. ʿ-l-m), Ibn Janāḥproposed three interpreta-

tions of elem: in the sense of “palace” by relating it to a termwith the same root
(ulam, “palace”);77 in the sense of qahal (community) by relating it to Psalm
58:2;78 and in the sense of “silenced, hushed” from the expressionwith the same
root in Psalm 31:19. David Qimḥi (Shorashim, s.v. ʿ-l-m) cites the first and the
third of these three opinions and opts (like MS Hunt. 268) for the latter, con-
sidering it to be the most appropriate in the context, and that is how Rashi
understands it as well.

76 The term elem appears in the expression elem ṣedeq in Psalm 58:2, and there it is inter-
preted in two ways: 1) as “group,” reiterating its relationship with other terms with the
same root in Genesis 37:7 and 2Samuel 2:25, and adopting the laʿaz “ya compaña, yusti-
cia favlades,” and as “conjunto de palabras de justicia” (laʿaz: “ayuntamientu de biervos de
yusticia”), from Genesis 37:7 and Psalm 16:4. To that is added a midrashic interpretation.

77 A similar interpretation appeared in earlier Karaite authors. See Neubauer, “Authorship,”
49.

78 Saadiah also understands it this way. See Simon, Four Approaches, 51n56.
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Between the two interpretations (“group of people” and “mute dove”), in MS
Hunt. 268 it is pointed out that David recited this psalm while he was in Gat79
and that in it he compares himself to a dove. The commentary, based onMidPs
56:1, appears (although not literally) in Rashi, and in David Qimḥi, both in his
commentary and his Shorashim.
The laʿaz (“compaña de lonincos”) translates the expression according to the

first interpretation.80 Of all of the Romance versions, it is in agreement only
with BNE, and then only partially. The latter translates it as: “por la Conpaña
enganadora de lexos.” E3 and F follow the second interpretation of elem (E3:
“sobre la palomamuda alongada”; F: “sobre palomamuda en lexanos”). E5 and
EV understand it to refer to a musical instrument, an interpretation already
alluded to by Saadiah81 (E5: “sobre el estrumento dela paloma nida” (“muda”?);
EV: “sobre la strumente de la plegaria”). Arragel translates it as “sobre la paloma
muda de lueñe” and explains that for some the expression denotes an instru-
ment and for others it alludes to David in his flight from Saul.

12 Al tashḥet: Ps 57:1, 58:1, 59:1, 75:1

לואשדחפינפמהלפתןושל.לואשינפמוחרבב׳כמ82דיודלתחשתלאחצנמל.א,זנ

לא׳ישיבאלדיוד׳מאשךרדכ,ינתיחשתלא׳ולכ,תחשתלא׳מאו,תומלבורקהיהש

.)ט,וכא״מש(׳וכו׳ודיחלשימיכוהתיחשת

Psalm 57:1. For the leader. Al tashḥet de David mikhtam, when he fled
from Saul. In the form of a prayer for [David’s] fear of Saul, since he was
on the point of death and he said: “al tashḥet,” that is, do not destroy me,
as David said to Abishai in 1Samuel 26:9 (“Don’t do him violence! No one
can lay his hands [on the Lord’s anointed]”).

79 The verse continues: “when the Philistines seized him in Gat.”
80 The term lonninco from the Latin longuinquus is attested in the well-known Jewish doc-

uments of Aguilar de Campoo. Ramón Menéndez Pidal considered it “one of the oddest
remains” of “archaic vulgar Latin, the popular Latin of Leon, in the antiquated language
of the Jews.” Menéndez Pidal,Orígenes del español: Estudio lingüístico de la península ibér-
ica hasta el siglo XI, 9th ed. (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1980), 460. Alberto Varvaro adds that
the only corresponding term is found in the popular tradition in Old Provençal (longinc).
Várvaro, “Il giudeo-spagnuolo primadell’espulsione del 1492,”MedioevoRomanzo 12 (1987):
165.

81 Simon, Four Approaches, 51n56.
82 Masoretic Text: דודל .
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ןכםגהלפתןושל.תחשתלא.קדצםלאםנמאה.םתכמדודלתחשתלאחצנמל.ג-א,חנ

.והתיחשיאלש

Psalm 58:1–3. For the leader. Al tashḥet deDavidmikhtam. Al tashḥet. It
is also a prayer for him not to destroy him (cf. 57:1).

The different versions and exegetes usually agree on the interpretation of this
verse. The commentary offered here by MS Hunt. 268 therefore concurs with
Rashi on Psalm 57:1; also with David Qimḥi, who interprets it in the same way
after recalling, as in all other cases, the enigmatic nature of the expression, and
also connects the form al tashḥet with 1Samuel 26:9, as MS Hunt. 268 does.
The Targum understands the expression to refer to the episode in which David
said “Do not destroy,” whereas Saadiah construes it as a type of composition
that David made when he fled from Saul, in which he asked him not to destroy
him.83
Of the vernacular versions, E3 systematically translates tashḥet as “non dan-

nes,” preserving the negative imperative and in doing so coincides with HS (Ps
58:1: שיינאדןונ ); with an identical meaning but in the negative infinitive, BNE
translates it as “syn dañar,” with graphic variants. E5 and EV show greater vari-
ation and agree with the previous interpretations only in Psalm 59:1 (E5: “non
estruyr”; EV: “non struyr”); however, they translate Psalm 57:1 as “ala cançion”
and Psalm 75:1 as “al estrumento/estromet.” Arragel, who translates it as “non
dañes,” explains the term as a musical instrument in Psalms 57:1 and 58:1.

13 [For the leader] ʿal neginat: Ps 61:1; [For the leader] bi-neginot: Ps
[4:1, 6:1], 54:1, 55:1, 67:1, 76:184

.הזבאצויכו,לבנתניגנלע׳יש.דודלתניגנלעחצנמל.א,אס

Psalm 61:1. For the director, ʿal neginat, of David. It should say: ʿal neginat
nevel, as in other cases.

Rashi has no commentary for the term neginat. For David Qimḥi ad loc., the
ending in taw is irregular, since it should end in heʾ. He was responding with
this explanation to those, such as Abraham ibn Ezra, who thought that the

83 Simon, Four Approaches, 248.
84 In three cases (Pss 54:1, 55:1, and 67:1) the form is defective. The vowel of the feminine

plural is shortened and it is not clear why.
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truncated formwas proof that the beginning of the poem towhosemelody the
psalmwas sungwas being alluded to.85 InMSHunt. 268 the anomaly is resolved
by considering it to be a construct state in which the second term on the same
level is omitted: nevel.
The surviving text of MS Hunt. 268 does not include any reference to the

term neginot. It is plausible that Psalm 4:1 or 6:1, which are not extant, would
have included observations about this term.
E3 (which translates it as “con tanner,” pl. “tanneres”) and HS ( ריינאט )86 are

the vernacular translations that are most similar to the interpretation given
here, since they are the ones that construe the term tomean “to play a stringed
instrument.” BNE translates neginah as: “canto” and its plural form as “cantos”
or “cantares,” and E5 and EV translate neginah as a musical instrument, the
vihuela,87 and its plural as “cantablena.”88 Arragel systematically translates it
as “canciones,” which he construes as the name of a musical instrument.

14 Shir la-maʿalot: Ps 121:1; shir ha-maʿalot: Ps 120:1, 122–134

׳הת(׳התעושי׳ומכתובקנהובלפכנו,הרצבומכ.התרצביילאתולעמהריש.א,כק
ו״טלערישותואםיולהורמאישתולעמהריש׳יפ.)דועוזכ,דמםש(׳התרזע׳,)דועוג,ג

ורמא׳יתוברו.ןדגנכםירישו״טןאכשיו,םישנהתרזעללארשיתרזעמתודרויהתולעמ

.)א״עגנהכוסילבב(89הטוסתכסמבשרופמשומכ,׳םוהתהתאםהבתולעהלידכ׳
.םלוקתא,לוקהתאןילעמש׳ולכ,לודגלוקבםירשויהש׳תולעמהריש׳׳רפמשיו

Psalm 120:1. Shir ha-maʿalot. Inmydistress (ba-ṣaratah) [I called] to the
Lord. It is as if to say: ba-ṣarah, and it duplicates the feminine ending as
in yeshuʿatah (Ps 3:3, etc.) and ʿezratah (Ps 63:8, etc.). It means: a song
of ascents which the Levites will pronounce on the fifteen steps which
descend from the court of the Israelites to the court of the women, and
there are here fifteen songs corresponding to them. And our Rabbis said

85 Simon, Four Approaches, 291n183.
86 This is the translation of the term neginah in Psalm 61:1. HS does not translate neginot in

any of the headings in which this term appears.
87 That is what was proposed by Menaḥem ben Saruq and Ibn Chiquitilla. See Simon, Four

Approaches, 235; Menaḥemben Saruq,Maḥberet, s.v. g-t. In his introduction, David Qimḥi
also construed neginot in the sense of an instrument. As usual, F preserves the Hebrew
term.

88 See above, note 72.
89 It should say: הכוס .
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[that David composed them] to raise the deep, as it is explained in Trac-
tate Sukkah (bSuk 53a). And some say that it [means] that they sang out
loud, that is, they raised the voice, their voice.

Here, the first interpretation, according to derash, is a literal citation of Rashi’s
commentary, which is based on mSuk 5.4 and mMid 2.5, and the Targum also
understands it along these lines. The second midrashic interpretation, based
on bSuk 53a, also draws from Rashi. In his commentary on this verse, David
Qimḥi quotes these two interpretations and adds two additional ones: firstly,
that given by Saadiah, whom he cites explicitly and who understood the term
maʿalot as the name of a certainmelody thatwas performed “in a loud and high
voice”;90 and secondly, in allusion to the ascents that Israel will have to make
in the future from exile to the land of Israel. The second interpretation in MS
Hunt. 268 thus coincides with that of Saadiah, which is cited by David Qimḥi
in his commentary.
The vernacular translations usually coincide in thismeaning of “steps” (“gra-

dos o gradas”), with the exception of BNE, which translates it as “delas alturas”
or “a las alturas,” where it is not clear exactly what is being referred to. Arragel
translates it as “cantico de los grados.”This is the only term thatArragel does not
explicitly identify as amusical instrument. He just goes on to discuss the inten-
tion of the psalm by giving a series of midrashic explanations (among which
are those mentioned by Rashi)91 and one musical explanation—namely, that
the Levites sung these fifteen Psalms ascending by step the beginning of the
intonation of each one until the fifteenth, an opinion maintained by Saadiah.

Conclusion

From the examples presented in detail thus far we can see that the text of MS
Hunt. 268 usually gives one or more interpretations of the biblical lemma that
paraphrase and clarify its meaning, and that are frequently based on and sup-
ported by grammatical observations. The midrashic interpretations are intro-
duced as alternatives to literal explanations (see, for example, Pss 22:1; 60:1,
and 80:1), or as additional information intended to elucidate the context (for
example, Ps 45:1). The material repeatedly cites Rashi and David Qimḥi, and
midrashic passages are often taken verbatim from the former. These midrashic

90 See Simon, Four Approaches, 249.
91 The first according to mSuk 5.4 and mMid 2.5, and the second according to bSuk 53a.
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passages often interpret the Biblical lemma to refer to Israel and give it an
explanation related to the community as a whole and not the individual (Ps
38:1).
In full consonance with the nature of the glossary-commentary—the in-

tended purpose of which is to clarify the precise meaning of the words—the
enigmatic terms in the headings of the Psalms are not treated with the aim of
overall coherence, as they are in Abraham ibn Ezra, for whom they indicated
the first words of a poem with a melody according to which the Psalm was to
be sung. Nor does MS Hunt. 268 follow the system used by David Qimḥi in his
commentaries, inwhichmost of these technical terms described amelody. Fre-
quently, the text adopts an opinionmentioned but not subscribed to by Qimḥi
or an interpretation that appeared in his Shorashim but not in his commentary.
This is what happens, for example, with the interpretation of ʿedut ormaskil.
On only two occasions is explicit reference made to a melody, and in both

cases, it is one of two possible explanations: in Psalm 45:1, in reference to the
term shoshanim (the explanation is omitted in the subsequent appearances of
the term in Psalms 60:1 and 80:1), and in Psalm 46:1, when explaining ʿalamot.
In the first case, the explanation is not found in the two usual sources, Rashi
andDavidQimḥi. In the second case, Qimḥi also interprets the term inhis com-
mentary as amelody, but he is not the direct source. In both passages, MSHunt.
268 makes an annotation in Arabic, which is also not found in either of those
authors. Aside from the two cases mentioned, only two others make reference
to a musical instrument: maḥalat (Pss 53:1 and 88:1), where the term is trans-
lated into Arabic; and sheminit (Ps 12:1). Although in the latter case the source
seems to be Rashi, who concurred with the Targum and the rabbinical tradi-
tion, in the former case the source is unknown.
The foregoing is made equally clear with regard to the leʿazim, which trans-

late at least one of the interpretive options that are presented. Three of them
make reference to the literary genre and theother twoarenot related in anyway
to the musical performance of the psalm to which they belong. These leʿazim
do not coincide in any systematic way with a specific vernacular translation,
although all of them have at least one match with a translation prior to and/or
after 1492. The vernacular translations, whose meaning is sometimes difficult
to determine given their terseness and literalness with respect to the Hebrew
term, subscribe to the different options transmitted by the exegetical tradition.
Arragel is exceptional in his glosses to Psalms where he consistently translates
all the terms in the headings as names of musical instruments.
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chapter 3

An Iberian Braid for Ross
who slips us in …

Peter Cole

1 If Only

If only my heart
were split by a knife,
I’d slip you in

and seal it again.

You’d dwell there forever
and not in another,
content in that chamber

till the end of Time.

Within me you’d live
as long as I lived,
then lie in the dark

of the grave when I did.
ʿAlī ibn Aḥmad ibn Saʿīd ibn Ḥazm, Arabic, 11th century

2 A Riddle

A doe I longed for asked me: Among the many,
who do you love with a love that’s true?

And I told her: If you’d really like to know—
remove the leader from a few.

Judah Halevi, Hebrew, 12th century
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3 Words by Friends

No lance pierces
or passes through

armor as writing
slices into you,

let alone words
composed by a friend

or rival about you.
True? Not true?

Santob de Carrión, Spanish, 14th century
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chapter 4

Panegyric as Pedagogy: Moses ibn Ezra’s Didactic
Poem on the “Beautiful Elements of Poetry”
(maḥāsin al-shiʿr) in the Context of Classical
Arabic Poetics

Jonathan Decter

At the conclusion of Moses Ibn Ezra’s Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara wa-l-mudhākara—
appended to the book’s final chapters, outlining the “beautiful elements of
poetry” (maḥāsin al-shiʿr)1—the author presents a sixty-verse qaṣīda on the
subject of praise and blame, the most dominant of all subjects in the medieval
Hebrew corpus, “some of whose verses include all of the mentioned chap-
ters concerning the novel style (al-badīʿ) so that you will find it in them.”2
This poem—highly contrived, as it was written for the very purpose of exem-
plifying poetic devices—might be considered an example of didactic verse,
comparable to poems composed to illustrate grammatical systems or medi-
cal knowledge. Hebrew didactic poetry was relatively rare in Ibn Ezra’s day,
though it would become a hallmark of the Hebrew tradition in later centuries.3
Similar Arabic didactic poems on the badīʿ—a self-conscious intensification
of poetic figures that was cultivated among the so-calledmuḥdath (“modern”)
poets—from this period are few, though by the fourteenth century a genre of
badīʿiyyāt became recognizable, generally taking praise of Muḥammad as their
subject.4

1 For the termmaḥāsin al-shiʿr, see, for example, ʿAbd Allāh ibn al-Muʿtazz, Kitāb al-Badīʿ, ed.
Ignatius Kratchkovsky (London: Luzac, 1935), 58. The term is also used by al-Ḥātimī and oth-
ers. See below.

2 Moses Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara wa-l-mudhākara, ed. and trans. Abraham S. Halkin (Je-
rusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1975), 302. Unless noted otherwise, all citations refer to Halkin’s
edition of the text.

3 Hebrew didactic poetry is a current research pursuit of Maud Kozodoy.
4 See Pierre Cachia, “Badīʿiyyāt,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Scott Meisami

and Paul Starkey, 2 vols. (London: Routledge, 1998), 1:124; Geert Jan van Gelder, “Arabic Didac-
tic Verse,” in Centres of Learning: Learning and Location in Pre-Modern Europe and the Near
East, ed. JanWillem Drijvers and Alasdair A. MacDonald (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 103–117.
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As Raymond Scheindlin has argued, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara as a whole can be
viewed as an apology for Hebrew poetry composed according to Arabic poet-
ics.5 To this I will only add that Ibn Ezra’s was a legitimization not only of
Arabized meter and rhyme and the conceit of falsehood, but more specifically
of themannerismof the badīʿ, a style forwhich Ibn al-Muʿtazz, one of IbnEzra’s
sources, had also mounted a defense in his Kitāb al-Badīʿ. As is well known,
Ibn Ezra’s recommendations for composition according to the “novel style” (al-
badīʿ) inHebrewpoetry is highly informed by his close engagementwithworks
of Arabic literary criticism.
Although Ibn Ezra cites Aristotle and al-Farābī (two major sources of me-

dieval thinking on poetics) as authorities in Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, it is with the
authors of the genre of naqd al-shiʿr (“poetic criticism”) that he most explicitly
aligns himself. He writes:

Concerning most of the chapters of this work, the banners of eloquence
from within Islam—and they are the most worthy regarding speech in
prose andpoetry—laid out numerous books, such as the book of Qudāma
(d. 948) concerning criticism [al-naqd]; the Novel Style [al-Badīʿ] by Ibn
al-Muʿtazz (d. 908); the Ornament of Lecturing [Ḥilyat al-muḥāḍara] by
al-Ḥātimī (d. 998); the Ornamenting and the Denuding [al-Ḥāli wa-l-ʿātil]
by him [i.e., al-Ḥātimī];6 the Pillar (al-ʿUmda) by Ibn Rashīq (d. 1063 or
1071); Poetry and Poets (al-Shiʿr wa-l-shuʿarā) by Ibn Qutayba (d. 889), and
others.

Of these “banners of eloquence from within Islam” (i.e., Muslim scholars of
rhetoric), al-Ḥātimī’s Ḥilyat al-muḥāḍara and Ibn Rashīq’s al-ʿUmda seem to
have been of the greatest direct influence. The former has received very lit-
tle treatment, despite the fact, as Yosef Tobi stresses, that the wordmuḥāḍara

5 Raymond P. Scheindlin, “Rabbi Moshe Ibn Ezra on the Legitimacy of Poetry,” Medievalia
et Humanistica 7 (1976): 101–115. A far less substantial work on Hebrew poetics was com-
posed by Elʿazar ben Yaʿaqov ha-Bavlī. See Joseph Yahalom, Judaeo-Arabic Poetics: Frag-
ments of a Lost Treatise by Elazar ben Jacob of Baghdad (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Insti-
tute, 2001). The seven “conditions” of poetry by al-Ḥarīzī are also far more general (the
poet must maintain his rhyme, choose strong themes, avoid grammatical errors, etc.). See
Judah ben Solomon al-Ḥarīzī, Taḥkemoni or The Tales of Heman the Ezrahite (Hebrew), ed.
Joseph Yahalom and Naoya Katsumata (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2011), 217–220, includ-
ing 217n188.

6 This work has not been discovered. See Seeger A. Bonebakker, Materials for the History of
Arabic Rhetoric: From the Ḥilyat al-Muḥāḍara of Ḥātimī (Mss 2934 and 590 of the Qarawiyyīn
Mosque in Fez) (Naples: Istituto Orientale di Napoli, 1975), 14–16.
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appears in the titles of both al-Ḥātimī’s and IbnEzra’sworks and that the paired
terms of Ibn Ezra’s title (al-muḥāḍara and al-mudhākara) appear in near suc-
cession within the Ḥilyat.7
Just as works of exegesis could contain substantive discussions of poetics,

so works of poetics often subsumed discussions of exegesis, not only reflecting
but also producing in the process a kind of exegesis focused on aesthetics (in
the Islamic case, this held particular import for the doctrine of the Qurʾān’s
inimitability). Before writing Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, Ibn Ezra wrote a work on
exegesis, Kitāb al-Ḥadīqa fī maʿana al-majāz wa-l-ḥaqīqa (Book of the Gar-
den concerning Figurative and Literal Speech) and many sections of Kitāb
al-Muḥāḍara continue this line of enquiry.8 In Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, Ibn Ezra
generally illustrates devices with verses from the Qurʾān and/or Arabic poetry,
the Hebrew Bible, and Andalusi Hebrew poetry (quite often his own). That
is, in introducing biblical examples into his discussion of the “beautiful ele-
ments of poetry,” the critic was effectively inventing a new approach to biblical
criticism, an aesthetic exegesis according to the standards of Arabic literary
criticism.9
I am hardly the first to review Ibn Ezra’s chapters on poetic devices in the

context of medieval Arabic criticism. Numerous scholars, Ross Brann among
them, have done a more than admirable job in undertaking this sometimes
painfully technical but nonetheless important subject (Brann also explores
topics not considered explicitly by the medieval critics).10 This article presents

7 This is likely because much of the work was incorporated into Ibn Rashīq’s text, but
also because of the relatively poor state of the manuscript. See, however, the prelimi-
nary survey by Yosef Tobi, “Preliminary Study in Ḥilyat al-Muḥāḍara [ḤM] by Abū ʿAlī
Muḥammad al-Ḥātimī: The ‘Lost’ Source of Moše Ibn Ezra for His Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara wa-
al-Mudhākara [KMM],” in Between Hebrew and Arabic Poetry: Studies in Spanish Medieval
Poetry (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 355–368. On the twowords al-muḥāḍara and al-mudhākara in
near succession, see ibid., 362. Notably, al-Thaʿālibī composed awork entitled al-Tamāthul
wa-l-muḥāḍara, which also circulated under the titleḤilyat al-muḥāḍara. See Bilal Orfali,
“TheWorks of Abū Manṣūr al-Thaʿālibī (350–429/961–1039),” JAL 40 (2009): 292.

8 See Paul Fenton, Philosophie et exégèse dans le Jardin de la métaphore de Moïse Ibn ʿEzra,
philosophe et poète andalou du XIIe siècle (Leiden: Brill, 1997).

9 See also Mordechai Z. Cohen, “The Aesthetic Exegesis of Moses Ibn Ezra,” in Hebrew
Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation. Volume I: From the Beginnings to the
Middle Ages (Until 1300). Part 2: The Middle Ages, ed. Magne Sæbø (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck and Ruprecht, 2000), 282–301.

10 Ross Brann, “Structure and Meaning in the Secular Poetry of Moshe Ibn Ezra” (PhD diss.,
NewYorkUniversity, 1981); JosephDana, Poetics of MedievalHebrewLiteratureAccording to
Moshe ibn Ezra (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Dvir, 1982); Yosef Tobi, “Preliminary Study”; Yaakov
Mashiah, “The Terminology of Hebrew Prosody and Rhetoric with Special Reference to
Arabic Origins” (PhD diss., Columbia University of New York, 1972).
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a systematic overview of Ibn Ezra’s treatment of al-badīʿ by using the critic’s
didactic poem (herein called the “model poem”) as a heuristic and pedagog-
ical device. As far as I am aware, this article offers the first analysis of the
“model poem” apart from Heinrich Brody’s notes in his edition of the dīwān.
I translate select verses from the poem and match them, verse by verse, with
the various “beautiful elements” as Ibn Ezra describes them.11 One goal of this
article is thus simply to give an update on the “state of the field” with more
detail about Ibn Ezra’s sources, helpful parallels or expansions from Maqālat
al-ḥadīqa, and some refinements of definition as well as occasional correc-
tions to Halkin’s edition of the Judaeo-Arabic text. Further, the article will
engage with many of the examples from Hebrew poetry, Arabic poetry, the
Bible and the Qurʾān that the critic saw as exemplifying the devices under dis-
cussion.
In the interest of brevity, I usually cite Ibn Ezra’s citations from Hebrew

poems, Arabic poems, the Bible, and the Qurʾān only when they elucidate the
subject at hand. Also, I will only quote definitions from Arabic works from
which the critic draws when these clarify Ibn Ezra’s point, either because his
definition of a device is imprecise or absent. However, I do expatiate on a few
topics (especially ḥusn al-takhalluṣ and al-ghulū) and particularly interesting
interpretations of biblical verses.12 When rendering Arabic technical terms,
I generally translate into English literally; although I will mention parallel
Greek terminology when appropriate, I generally find attempts to match Ara-
bic devices with Greek ones somewhat forced and overdetermined. Because
a number of the “beautiful elements” revolve around word order, I sometimes
translate awkwardly in order to reflect the Hebrew.

11 The poem can be found on pages 302–304 of Halkin’s edition and also in Brody’s edition
of the dīwān: Moses ibn Ezra, Secular Poems (Hebrew), ed. Heinrich Brody, 2 vols. (Berlin
and Jerusalem: Schocken, 1935–1941), 2:226–229 [223]. Brody was the first to try to match
the verses of the poem with the various “beautiful elements of poetry.” See his comments
in ibid., 2:418–425. My selection is based upon his, though with some differences. I agree
with Brody that the following cannot be found within the poem:mazj al-shakk bi-l-yaqīn
(“mixture of uncertainwith certain”), and al-ijābwa-l-salb ʿalā ṭarīqat al-shuʿarā (“positive
and negative according to the way of the poets”). I suggest, however, that verse 46 might
illustrate al-istiṭrād. I will also discuss Ibn Ezra’s treatment of proverbs, which is techni-
cally not among themaḥāsin al-shiʿr, but included as a postscript in this section of Kitāb
al-Muḥāḍara.

12 Inmy book,DominionBuilt of Praise: Panegyric and Legitimacy among Jews in theMedieval
Mediterranean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), I elaborate fur-
ther upon Ibn Ezra’s treatment of al-ghulū and his use of “imaginative poetics” more
broadly.
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The most atypical aspect of the “model poem” is its structure, which opens
directly with panegyric for a group of men, then turns to invective, and ulti-
mately makes a transition to praise for an individual named Joseph (though in
one manuscript the poem is dedicated to “So-and-so” [Ploni] instead).13 This
odd structure allows Ibn Ezra to model two “beautiful elements” of poetry that
onemight assume were contradictory: (1) ḥusn al-ibtidāʾ (“beautiful opening”),
opening directly with praise rather than a prelude on an extraneous theme
(e.g., a garden, a beloved, etc.), and (2) ḥusnal-takhalluṣ (“beautiful transition”),
making a smooth and elegant transition between sections of a multi-thematic
poem. The group panegyric (and the incorporated invective) thus appears first
as the main theme of the poem but turns out to be an introductory prelude.

1 Maḥāsin al-Shiʿr and the “Model Poem”

1. To you, raised (emunim) in the bosom of faith (emunim), men of thought
sharp as lightning,

2. lords of communities, pillars of praise (tehillot), who scatter flashes (tehil-
lot) that shame all other lights,

Ḥusn al-ibtidāʾ (“Beautiful Opening”). Although a great many Hebrew and Ara-
bic panegyrics open with a prelude on another theme (often an amatory pre-
lude, a nasīb), Ibn Ezra describes opening directly with praise as the ideal.
Avoiding the prelude, in his theoretical opinion, allows the poet to arrive at
his subject, praise of the mamdūḥ (lit., “the one praised”), “before the charm
of the poetry has disappeared and its well-fashioned rhymes have vanished.”14
Ibn Ezra cites openings to Arabic poems by Abū al-ʿAtāhiyya and al-Mutanabbī
that begin directly with praise, and then Hebrew examples by Ibn Gabirol, Ibn
Sahl, and himself, all of which reach praise by the second line.15 In this respect,

13 This suggests that the poemwas either composed as a generic poemprior to its dedication
to a patron, or that it was composed for Joseph but later considered reusable for a future
patron (either by Ibn Ezra or someone else). For the verse, see the note at Ibn Ezra, Secu-
lar Poems, 2:419. See also Brody’s comment at ibid., 2:61 about poem 24, line 15, where the
word ploni is written within the line but a copyist has crossed it out and written “Mosheh”
above it; another manuscript of the same poem is dedicated to “Yaʿaqov.”

14 The wording in the translation is that of Geert Jan van Gelder, Beyond the Line: Classical
Arabic Literary Critics on the Coherence and Unity of the Poem (Leiden: Brill, 1982), 141.

15 However, the structure of one (274, lines 96–97) is similar to a transitional verse, “Is it hon-
eycomb to lips and wine to the teeth, or the bud of cheeks, or myrrh to the nose, or has
the wind of youth blown from the corner of Solomon’s letter, a delight to the eyes?”
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as Geert Jan van Gelder notes, Ibn Ezra parts ways with his Arabic sources
on criticism.16 Al-Ḥātimī and Ibn Rashīq do discuss what constitutes a strong
opening at some length, but these treatments involve the poet’s expressing, in
al-Ḥatimī’s words, “the way he is going in his poem, thereby making you aware
of his intention in the first line,” which is not the same as beginning directly
with the main subject. Although these critics are certainly concerned with
striking the proper proportion between sections of the poem, they do not insist
upon, or even recommend, beginning directly with praise.17 In practice, as Dan
Pagis notes, Ibn Ezra only begins twenty-two of his own panegyrics directly
with praise, in comparisonwith approximately fifty that beginwith some other
theme (usually wine or complaint).18 Still, Ibn Ezra never begins with a prelude
on an amatory theme even though erotic preludes are not uncommon in the
AndalusianHebrew corpus. Themodel poemopens directly with praise, at this
point for a group of men, in order to illustrate the device, though, as noted, the
poem later makes a transition to praise of a singlemamdūḥ.

Al-Mujānasa (“Paronomasia”). Ibn Ezra defines this as “agreement in utter-
ance but difference in meaning,” exemplified in these lines by emunim as both
“raised” and “faith,” and tehillot as both “praise” and “flashes.” There are many
varieties of this, ranging from the complete paronomasia,which is homonymic;
to different permutations of the same root; to partial paronomasia, whereby
two words share two but not three root letters. In his discussion, Ibn Ezra cites
biblical examples and offers many plays on proper names, place names, body
parts, and numbers. He also boasts that, in his youth, he composed Sefer ha-

16 The passage is translated by Van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 140–141, so I need not retrans-
late it here. This is the only chapter for which Ibn Ezra’s selection of Arabic verses does
not derive from the corresponding chapters among the surviving works of Arabic criti-
cism that he mentions by name (the only one I was unable to consult, obviously, is the
lost work by al-Ḥātimī, which we know included amore extensive treatment of rhetorical
figures). The verse by Abū al-ʿAtāhiyya appears elsewhere in Ibn Rashīq, Kitāb al-ʿUmda,
whereas the verses by al-Mutanabbī do not seem to be cited in criticism before Ibn Rushd,
who quoted one of the them, and this may testify to its circulation apart from the dīwān
in al-Andalus at the time of Ibn Ezra. It is also possible, as Van Gelder suggests, that Ibn
Ezra gleaned the verses by al-Mutanabbī directly from the dīwān. See Van Gelder, Beyond
the Line, 142.

17 Van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 30. Ibn Rashīq values openings as the first thing the listener
hears, but focuses on poems that have introductory preludes as themost pleasing. In fact,
Ibn Rashīq designates those poems that beginwith themain subject by such terms as batr
(“amputation”). Ibid., 115–116.

18 Dan Pagis, Secular Poetry and Poetic Theory: Moses Ibn Ezra and His Contemporaries (He-
brew) (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1970), 157, 162.
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ʿanaq on the subject with more than 1,200 homonymic verses, the first 151 of
which are dedicated to panegyric and invective. To cite only one other exam-
ple from the model poem (line 28 below): “like saplings of willows (ʿaravim)
to teach sweetness (ʿarevim) with the eloquence of Arabs (ʿaravim) to those
learned in enchantment.”

Al-Istiʿāra (“Borrowing, Loan Metaphor”). As noted by Mordechai Z. Cohen,
Ibn Ezra’s conception of metaphor corresponds to what Wolfhart Heinrichs
describes as “loanmetaphor” whereby the poet attributes a thing to something
that does not possess that thing in reality, as in such expressions as “the hand
of the Northwind” (the wind does not possess a hand in reality but “borrows”
it from a body). This is distinct from the Aristotelian definition of metaphor,
wherein something is named by something else, as when a man is called a
lion in order to convey the characteristic of courage.19 Ibn Ezra’s definition of
istiʿāra is somewhat opaque, but Cohen’s translation (in consultation with Ibn
al-Muʿtazz, Ibn Ezra’s source) seems correct, in that it fits the many biblical
examples given by Ibn Ezra: “the meaning of istiʿāra is [borrowing] a word for
a thing not known using something already known.”20 In verse 1, themamdūḥs
are called “pillars of praise”: because praise does not possess pillars in real-
ity (something not known), it borrows them from an architectural structure
(something known). “Bosom of faith” in the same verse is similar.

3. Lamps in the gloom of Time, a stay and fortified mound for the fallen, a
support for those ensnared in traps,

4. crying out for the suffering, healing for those in pain, food stores for the
hungry, wealth for the poor.

5. They strengthenmenof integrity,21 pulverize injustice, declare the blame-
less righteous, but pronounce guilt upon the profane,

6. gather the dispersed, brighten those who grieve, spread a tent over the
terrified, and bring rain to those who burn.

Al-Taqsīm (“Classification, Categorization”). Lines 4 through 6 all illustrate this
device, sometimes in combination with other effects. Ibn Ezra thus defines the
term: “The poet expounds upon (yufassir) what he opens with and does not

19 Within Arabic poetics, such a construction is generally considered to be a simile (tashbīh)
in which the word “like” is suppressed. See below, on line 26.

20 See Mordechai Z. Cohen, “Moses Ibn Ezra vs. Maimonides: Argument for a Poetic Defini-
tion of Metaphor (Istiʿāra),”Edebiyat 11 (2000): 4.

21 Literally, “hands of integrity.”
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leave out any class (qism) that the meaning requires but rather he presents it.”
This is quite close to al-Ḥātimī: “Thepoet seeks the classification (tafṣīl) of what
he openedwith and presents it in detail (yastawfīhi) and does not leave out any
class (qism) that the meaning requires but rather he presents it.”22 Among the
biblical verses IbnEzra cites is, “Her rulers judge for gifts; her priests give rulings
for a fee; and her prophets divine for pay” (Micah 3:1). The verse thus offersmul-
tiple categories of political figures. Ibn Ezra’s chapter includes Arabic verses by
Imruʾ al-Qays and al-Mutanabbī23 and two of his own Hebrew verses:

Honeycomb to the mouth of the taster, sunlight to the eye of the seer,
and flowing myrrh giving scent to the nose.

A pedestal to all kindness, a pillar to esteem, a beam and covering for
the Tabernacle of Truth.24

The verses thus present various classes of sensory organs and architectural ele-
ments. The categories of the downtrodden presented in verse four of themodel
poem include the suffering, those in pain, the hungry, and the poor.

Al-Tashīm (“Allotment, Assignment”). The rhymewords in verses 4, 5, and 6 (le-
rashim, “the poor”; le-haʾashim, “to pronounce guilt”; and le-hagshim, “to bring
rain”) all exemplify al-tashīm.25 Although Ibn Ezra does not offer a clear defini-
tion, he seems to follow al-Ḥātimī: “The listener anticipates (yasbiq) the rhyme
before its reciter reaches it somuch that if one hears the first hemistich, he can
deduce (istakhraja) the last hemistich before hearing it.”26 Ibn Ezra quotes an
Arabic verse also cited by al-Ḥātimi: “Youwere the daywith its sun and the dark

22 Bonebakker, Materials for the History of Arabic Rhetoric, 45. Al-Ḥātimī’s chapter is refer-
enced by Ibn Rashīq in his chapter on al-taqsīm.

23 The verse by Imruʾ al-Qays is also cited by Qudāma ibn Jaʿfar in The Kitāb Naqd al-Šiʿr
of Qudāma b. Ǧaʿfar al-Kātib al-Baġdādī, ed. Seeger A. Bonebakker (Leiden: Brill, 1956),
58 [331]. Although Qudāma does not associate it with al-taqsīm, both critics discuss the
employment of simile (al-tashbīh) in the verse.

24 I have emended the text according to the version of the line in the dīwān (Ibn Ezra, Secular
Poems, 1:66, line 16) since it exemplifies the device more clearly in that it expands upon
architectural elements. All of these occur in Ex 35:11.

25 Buṭrus al-Bustānī’s well-known dictionary KitābMuḥīṭ al-muḥīṭ, 2 vols. (Beirut: n.p., 1867–
1870), in explaining the term’s usage in al-Badīʿ, gives al-irṣād (“setting apart”) as an
antonym. The most general meaning of tashīm is “striping,” and it is thus not surprising
that thedevice is sometimes also calledal-tawshīḥ. For example, seeQudāma,Naqdal-Šiʿr,
96, line 12. Qudāma considers this a subspecies of al-iʾtilāf, which also includes al-ighāl
(further below). Tashīm can also mean “throwing of an arrow.”

26 Bonebakker,Materials for the History of Arabic Rhetoric, 52.
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of night with its crescent”;27 since the rhyme (-al) is already established when
one reaches that verse and because of the parallelism of the verse (“daywith its
sun, night with its …”), one can predict that the rhyme word will be hilāl (“new
moon, crescent”) rather than another word for moon (e.g., qamr, badr). Ibn
Ezra also includes a Hebrew verse “according to the theme of the Arabic verse
mentioned”: “To the wanderer on a gloomy night, he is the moon, and to the
nomad on a cold day, he is the sun.” As a biblical example, Ibn Ezra gives Isaiah
6:10, “Fatten that peoples heart, block its ears, and seal its eyes” and explains,
“[He] allotted (ashama) each organ the appropriate condition that prevents it
from doing what it was created to do.” Even without the benefit of rhyme, one
might have anticipated the last terms. In line 4 of the model poem, one can
anticipate the word “the poor” because we already have “healing for those in
pain, food stores for the hungry, wealth for the…” especially because the rhyme
has clearly been established.28 With this and also the following subject, Ibn
Ezra and other critics emphasize the role of the reader in supplying meaning.

Al-Waḥy wa-l-ishāra (“Clear Indication and Hint”). Ibn Ezra defines this as
“what is hinted at but is not made explicit”29 and quotes another authority,
clearly al-Ḥātimī: “the small utterance’s implying a greatmeaning with an indi-
cating flash.”30 The reader is expected to supply, simply through context or a
learned reference, a missing term or idea. These can be very basic, as with the
words “those who burn” in verse six; the reader knows that the poet means
“those who burn with thirst” though he does not state “with thirst” explicitly.
The same is true in the same verse “brighten those who grieve,” where the

27 This line comes from a lament by the poetess Janūb over her brother ʿAmr. Al-Ḥātimī
includes others verses of this poem, probably in order to establish the rhyme. See Bone-
bakker, Materials for the History of Arabic Rhetoric, 51–53, which notes other critics who
discuss Janūb’s poem. Interestingly, the biblical examples that Ibn Ezra offers do not even
depend on rhyme: e.g., Ezekiel 34:4, “You have not sustained theweak, healed the sick, nor
bandaged the injured.”

28 Also, thewordswritten just prior to the beginning of the poem in amanuscript of Kitāb al-
Muḥāḍara are ḥusn al-ibtidāʾ and al-tashīm, probably meaning that both of these devices
are illustrated by the first line.The tashīm in this casewould be theword leṭushim (“sharp”)
since the poet already establishes the rhyme -im in the first three of the four feet of the
stanza and because “sharp” is the logical word a reader would supply to modify “thought”
and “like lightning.”

29 “Made explicit,” or literally, “attained.” Halkin translates “given expression,” which pre-
serves the sense.

30 Compare Bonebakker, Materials for the History of Arabic Rhetoric, 36, which hasmaʿānin
kathira (“many meanings”) rather than “great meaning.” In this case, I believe Ibn Ezra’s
reading to be preferable to Bonebakker’s manuscript.
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reader supplies “brighten [the faces]” according to the usage in Psalm 104:15.
The allusions can also be more rarefied. Ibn Ezra offers an example from his
own panegyric in honor of Abū al-Walīd Ibn Faraj: “My brother, may you live
forever, and should a mishap occur, may I be Uzza and you Aḥyo” (cf. 2Sam
6:3–7; 1Chron 13:7–10). When Aḥyo stood before the Ark of the Covenant and
the oxen carrying it stumbled, it was his brother Uzza who stretched his hand
toward the Ark and thereby roused the ire of God, who smote him. Thus Uzza
effectively sacrificed himself to protect his brother, which fits the context of the
poem.31 Again, this device exists “in the poem” only in potential and is made
actual only when activated by the reader.32

9. They are ministers, except that (aval) like the ministers of God they are
holy; hence they are the holy of holies!

10. Their souls are within them yet they are on high in the pleasant abode
and the camps of the holy!

11. They thirst and long for the goodness of God andhurry to grasp lofty ranks
12. while [others] are corpses upon the earth; they behold perversion and

plunder, their days are like vapor, and they are driven forth from themidst
of men.

Al-Istithnāʾ (“Exception”). Particular to the purpose of praise and blame, this
is sometimes also called taʾakīd madḥ bimā yushbihu dhamm, “strengthening
praise with what looks like blame.” Ibn Ezra defines it as: “the poet begins the
poemwith praise and afterwards inserts aword of exception as though hewere
making an exception to the praise with a fault, but then he brings praise that is
better than the first, and also the opposite [i.e., in invective].” He cites a verse
by al-Nābigha, which is also among those discussed by Ibn Rashīq in his own
chapter on the same device: “A youth, perfect in his morals except (bal) that
he is generous so that he does not leave behind any wealth.” The Arabic word
bal generally means “but, except” though it can alsomean, “moreover, nay.” Ibn
Ezra argues, bolstered by several biblical examples, that the Hebrew cognate
aval functions in the same way, and this is clearly the sense in verse 9 of the
model poem. The model poem also presents an example of al-isithnāʾ within
invective (see verse 46 below).

31 Ibn Ezra, Secular Poems, [86], line 22 and Brody’s comments, 2:168.
32 There is certain ambiguity regarding the term waḥy, which Ibn Ezra does not explain. It

could either be taken as the opposite of ishāra, meaning “apparent, revealed,” or as a par-
allel to it, meaning “revelation,” i.e. that which is initially hidden but later revealed. The
ambiguity is also noted in Mashiah, “Terminology of Hebrew Prosody,” 53.
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Al-Tablīgh (“Extending”). Ibn Ezra defines this as: “The poet brings a theme in
its entirety prior to ending at the rhyme, but then brings [the theme again]
due to the requirements of poetry, that it will be poetic and so increase won-
drousness.” Al-Ḥātimī also calls this al-tablīgh, though some critics, such as
Qudāma and Ibn Rashīq, call this al-ighāl (“penetrating deeply”).33 Ibn Ezra’s
definition is not identical to theirs,34 but the idea is effectively the same: the
poet concludes the poetic theme before the rhymeword but then reiterates the
theme with the rhyme. This might reasonably be translated by “pleonasm,” i.e.,
rhetorical repetition that is grammatically superfluous, though with the added
requirement that it occur at the end of the verse. In verse 12, the phrase “they
are driven forth frommen” reiterates the theme of being a living corpse.35 This
verse also begins the invective against other men of the age, which will con-
tinue through verse 24. The invective is thus precisely the same length as the
opening praise; although Ibn Ezra does not discuss this type of structural bal-
ance, it seems unlikely that the proportion is accidental.

17. The weary they break but the iniquitous they strengthen; is there no one
to speak [kindly] to the weary?

Al-Taṣdīr (“Prefacing”). Ibn Ezra defines this: “The poet opens with a word at
the beginning of a verse and [uses] this precise word [again] at the end and
thereby beautifies the verse.” This device is also sometimes called radd al-ʿajz
ʿalā al-ṣadr, “having the end reiterate the beginning,” and corresponds nicely
with the Greek epanalepsis. Ibn Ezra and Ibn Rashīq give the same example
from an Arabic invective, “He makes haste to his cousin to curse his honor, but
to the one who asks for generosity he does not make haste.”36 The device is

33 See al-Ḥasan ibn Rashīq al-Qayrawānī, Kitāb al-ʿUmda fī maḥāsin al-shiʿr wa-ādābihi, ed.
Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Qādir Aḥmad ʿAṭā, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2001), 2:7–
11.

34 On the authority of al-Ḥātimī, Ibn Rashīq quotes al-Aṣmaʿī, who was asked: “Who is the
most poetic of men?” He answers: “He who comes to a minor theme but sets it in a great
expression, he who comes to a great theme and sets it in a minor expression, or one who
completes his speech prior to the rhyme and, if it is needed, adds to the theme.” The cita-
tion is also found in: Qudāma, Naqd al-Šiʿr, 99.

35 Some critics use the term al-tablīgh in an entirely different way as a subspecies of mubāl-
agha (“going beyond bounds”) that corresponds to the realm of that which customarily
exists, as opposed to the non-existent or the impossible. See further below, as well as
Wolfhart Heinrichs, “Rhetorical Figures,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, 2:658.

36 Ibn Rashīq’s notion of al-taṣdīr is more expansive in that he also allows for configurations
whereby the first occurrence of the repeated word can occur in places other than the
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illustrated in verse seventeen of the model poem with “the weary.” Although it
is sometimes considered ugly to use the sameword twice with the samemean-
ing within a single verse, it can also be viewed positively, both in al-taṣdīr and
in the following device.

Al-Tardīd (“Repetition, Resounding”). This is the more general category to
which al-taṣdīr belongs. Ibn Ezra, following Arabic critics, explains this term:
“the poet affixes a term in the first hemistich and then reiterates the exact same
[term] in the second hemistich, yet this does not spoil [the verse] but rather
enhances its beauty.” Hence, it is like al-taṣdīrwithout the requirement that the
repeated word be the first and last of the line. Ibn Ezra’s source is clearly Ibn
Rashīq or al-Ḥātimī, both of whom state more clearly that the poet affixes an
utterance (lafẓa) to a different adjacent word in each case. All three critics treat
the same Arabic verse by Zuhayr, “He who one day encounters the most emi-
nent over all encounters liberality and generosity as virtues”; the tardīd is in the
word “encounters,” affixed to themamdūḥ in the first hemistich and “liberality
and generosity” in the second. Even though the usage of “encounters” is physi-
cal in the first instance and figurative in the second, this does not require that it
take on different meanings in each case. Ibn Ezra identifies numerous biblical
verses with this effect and quotes Hebrew poems, including the opening verse
of a panegyric he composed in honor of Abū l-Ḥasan Joseph ben al-Battāt.

21. They seekwantonness, tomake paved crooked, for no reason they pounce
upon37 wealth like creditors.

22. Theyweave treachery;38 girded in violence they bake rebellion in order to
feed, and they knead.

Al-Tatbīʿ (“Following”). Illustrated by the awkward phrase “make paved crook-
ed” in verse 21, Ibn Ezra defines al-tatbīʿ: “A poet brings a verse but does not
bring the word that indicates what it is about but rather a word that follows
it, and so the word following (al-tābiʿ) indicates the explication of the word
followed (al-matbūʿ).” Here, Ibn Ezra seems to follow al-Ḥātimī, who himself

first word as long as the second occurrence is the final word. See Ibn Rashīq, Kitāb al-
ʿUmda, 1:337–339.

37 Cf., Psalm 109:11. For “pounce upon,” see Ibn Janāḥ, who explains the root yenaqesh as yuh-
lik, “to destroy, annihilate, pounce upon.”

38 Veʾorgimbegadim. This is a brilliant play since the listenermight first understand thewords
tomean “they weave clothing” (begadim) but subsequently it becomes clear that the poet
means the homonym “treachery.” I am not aware of a name for such a device.
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follows Qudāma’s definition of al-irdāf, which itself also means “following”:
“The poet wishes to indicate a meaning but does not bring the word that indi-
cates this meaning but rather a word that indicates the meaning that comes
after it (radafahu) and follows it (tābaʿa lahu) and by indicating the word fol-
lowing, he indicates the thing followed.”39 Ibn Rashīq notes that some call the
device tajāwuz (“passing over”) and defines it with greater clarity: “the poet
wants to mention the thing but passes it over andmentions that which follows
it by description and serves as a proxy for it in indicating it.” Like Ibn Rashīq,
Ibn Ezra sees it as a species of ishāra. The critics all cite the same verse by Ibn
Abī Rabīʿa, “Long as the length up to the earring, whether to her father Naw-
fal, ʿAbd Shams, or Hāshim.” The missing word—here at the beginning of the
line—is “neck” according to Ibn Ezra and the others, indicated by the adjecti-
val description “long as the length up to the earring.”40 Ibn Ezra sees examples
in the Bible (e.g., “A ram’s horn to your mouth” fromHosea 8:1, where the miss-
ing word is “Put!”) but, atypically, he does not list a single example from the
medieval Hebrew poetic corpus. Nevertheless, verse 21 offers an example with
“make paved crooked”: I have preserved the awkward construction to show that
the noun which “paved” modifies, namely “paths” or “roads,” is absent.41 This
might be considered a form of ellipsis and a type of ishāra and relies upon the
active role of the reader.

Al-Tatmīm (“Completion”).42 Ibn Ezra defines the term: “The poet mentions a
theme and does not omit anything that might complete it until he has com-
pleted it.”43 He includes a verse by the pre-Islamic poet Ṭarafa ibn al-ʿAbd that

39 Qudāma, Naqd al-Šiʿr, 188.
40 Halkin misunderstands the word sālifa here and translates it (according to the same root

andprobably tomake sense of the conclusion of the verse) as “lineage.”However, for sālifa,
EdwardWilliamLane, AnArabic—EnglishLexicon, 8 vols. (London:Williams andNorgate,
1863–1893) has “the side of the fore part of the neck, from the place of suspension of the
earring to the hollow of the collar bone,” and consultation with the dīwānmakes it clear
that the poet here means a part of the body. Qudāma writes that the missing word is jīd,
“neck.” See Qudāma, Naqd al-Šiʿr, 88. Noah Braun, “Arabic Verses in Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara
wa-l-mudhākara” (Hebrew), Tarbiẓ 14.2 (1943): 126–139; 14.3–4 (1943): 191–203 also under-
stands it correctly.

41 Of course, in the Hebrew, the adjective follows the noun, hence al-tatbīʿ.
42 In her Spanish translation, Montserrat Abumalham Mas gives expolicio (i.e., exargasia),

though this term refers more properly to repeating an idea with a change of wording. See
Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara wa-l-mudhākara, ed. and trans. Montserrat Abumal-
hamMas, 2 vols. (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1985–1986). In
contrast, al-tatmīm is about not failing to include something germane to the theme.

43 Compare Qudāma, Naqd al-Šiʿr, 75.
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is mentioned by both Qudāma and Ibn Rashīq: “The spring rain fell, the copi-
ous rain flowed, upon your homes without harming them.”44 All of the critics
identify the words “without harming them” as the tatmīm, for, without it, the
verse would be deficient. It seems that the words “for no reason” (verse 21) con-
stitute a tatmīm. Ibn Ezra notes that the device seems to be absent from the
Bible and cites only a single example from a Hebrew poem, one of his own
laments.

Ḥashw li-iqāmat wazn (“Filling [a verse] to maintain the meter”).45 Ibn Ezra
defines this as “a fillingword that the poet inserts in order to fulfill themeter, so
that the poem can be a poem, and this word increases the novel style (al-badīʿ)
of the verse.” In his treatment of al-ḥashw, IbnRashīq opines that there is a vari-
ety that does not affect themeaning or the beauty of the verse. It seems that Ibn
Ezra does not favor the latter and therefore only mentions the former. Ibn Ezra
cites a verse by al-Mutanabbī (also cited by Ibn Rashīq) that displays the fea-
ture; the usual biblical citations (though these lack meter); and a verse from a
panegyric by IbnGabirol, “Do you destroy uswhen you possess no power or is it
the hand of Yequtiel upon our necks?” In Ibn Ezra’s reading, “when you possess
no power” is inserted for the purposes of the meter and because it enhances
beauty (it might also be an example of al-tatmīm). In verse 22 of the model
poem, the words “and they knead” at the end of the verse are added in order to
satisfy the meter.

25. Turn, O pure ones, to the vision of the wise—not to magic and divina-
tion—

26. to a hill of frankincense, amountain of truth, a tablet of wisdom for those
who remember and for those who have forgotten.

Al-Iʿtirāḍ (“Parenthetical Insertion”). In these verses, Ibn Ezra calls upon the
listeners (“pure ones”) to turn to his book, which is figured with a number of
similes. Although the syntax is completed over two lines (enjambment) rather
than within a single line, together these verses constitute an example of al-
iʿtirāḍwith the words, “not to magic and divination.” Ibn Ezra defines al-iʿtirāḍ
as “the poet begins with a theme and then parenthetically inserts (yaʿtariḍ)

44 I am using the version of the verse found in Ibn Rashīq, Kitāb al-ʿUmda, 386.
45 Halkin has the word maʿana (“theme”) instead of wazn in the list at Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-

Muḥāḍara, 222. However, the heading and the discussion at ibid., 260 both have wazn,
which also fits with what we know from other works of literary criticism.
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speech because of which he turns away from what he was doing, and then he
returns to [the theme] and completes it.” Ibn Ezra also includes, from the ded-
icatory section of one of his panegyrics: “The sons of Time were ashamed and
spoke gently with me, when before—though I was without sin—they gave me
wrath” (this might also be considered al-tatmīm). The chapter corresponds to
one by al-Ḥātimī, though the definition seems closest to that of Ibn al-Muʿtazz,
and Ibn Ezra and Ibn al-Muʿtazz both cite the same verse by Ṭarafa ibn al-ʿAbd:
“If the misers—and you are one of them!—were to see you, they would learn
from you how to put off [giving]!”46 The parenthetical insertion here is “and
you are one of them.” The device matches well with the Greek parenthesis, the
insertion of a verbal unit that interrupts syntactical flow.

Al-Tashbīh (“Simile, Resemblance”).47 Unlike Western poetics, which often as-
serts a division between “metaphor” and “simile” wherein the latter presents
the word “like” but the former does not, Arabic poetics knows no such dis-
tinction. Istiʿāra, borrowing, means “loan metaphor” (see above), whereas the
kind of structure that Aristotle calls “metaphor” (e.g., “the man is a lion”) is
considered a variety of simile in which the word “like” is suppressed. Thus,
verse 26 of themodel poempresents three similes for the book, “hill of frankin-
cense, mountain of truth, tablet of wisdom,” wherein each object of the simile
(e.g. “mountain of truth”), in turn, is constructed as an istiʿāra. Ibn Ezra’s rela-
tively long chapter on al-tashbīh follows Arabic poetics, though oddly he offers
neither a definition of the term nor his usual samples from Arabic verse. Per-
haps because the chapters on Arabic poetics offer somany citations, he simply
writes, “Since simile is always a product of thought, and because most of their
poems are known, no verse among the verses of simile is foremost to cite as a
textual citation.”
Ibn Ezra’s presentation of the device largely follows that of Ibn Rashīq, who

defines al-tashbīh in this way:

The description of a thingwith what is close to it and fitting to it, whether
with regard to a single aspect or many aspects, but not with regard to all
of its aspects, for if something corresponded in all respects, it would be
itself. Don’t you see that … in their saying, “So and so is like the sea, or the

46 Ibn al-Muʿtazz, Kitāb al-Badīʿ.
47 Halkin’s translation of both tashbīh and takhayyulwith the Hebrew dimmui is infelicitous

since it does not capture the distinction between “resemblance” and “the imaginary” even
though these are both products of the mind.
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lion,” that he is like the sea with respect to generosity and knowledge and
like the lion with respect to courage and voraciousness for prey,48 but not
the saltiness of the sea or its brackishness.49

Ibn Rashīq’s discussion focuses on the various constructions of similes (those
that use the word “like” and those that do not) and presents poetic verses
according to the number of comparisons executed in a single line, examples
of similes from the Qurʾān, similes that are wholly unique, etc. Similarly, Ibn
Ezra’s discussion organizes biblical examples into those that include the word
“like” (e.g., Ps 17:12, “Like a lion yearning for prey”) and those that do not (e.g.,
Lam 3:10, “[God] is a lurking bear to me”). He notes that the single image of
the beloved’s lips in the Song of Songs (“your lips are like a scarlet thread”)
conveys three resemblances, “softness, color, and slenderness.” Also, a single
verse—“Their princeswere purer than snow,whiter thanmilk, their bones rud-
dier than coral, their bodies were of crystal” (Lam 4:7)—conveys four aspects
of the novel style: classification (al-taqsīm), hyperbole (al-ghulū), simile (al-
tashbīh), and parenthetical insertion (al-iltifāt).50 Further, Ibn Ezra, like many
Arabic critics, treats similes wherein the subject of comparison is absent alto-
gether. In his reading of Job 31:26 (“If ever I saw the sun51 shining, or the moon
on its course in brightness”), he explains, “[Job] intended by the sun and the
moon nicknames for gold and silver,” a reading which is certainly correct, since
the preceding verse reads, “If I put my trust in gold … If I rejoiced in my great
wealth?” Thus the tashbīh can occurwhen the subject of comparison is entirely
absent whereas the object of comparison, in this case the sun and the moon,
must obviously be present.

48 That is, he is ready to pounce upon his enemies and act mercilessly toward them. This
quality of the lion is also operative in lion similes within the Hebrew Bible: e.g., Psalm
17:12; Hosea 5:14.

49 Ibn Rashīq, Kitāb al-ʿUmda, 1:389.
50 Al-iltifāt (literally, “turning aside”). Although Ibn Ezra does not discuss a device of this

name, it is identified by Ibn Rashīq as another name for al-iʿtirāḍ (discussed above, see
also Bonebakker,Materials for the History of Arabic Rhetoric, 57–59). The insertion in this
case includes “their bones ruddier than coral, their bodies were of crystal” since it inter-
rupts the flowbetween “whiter thanmilk” and the following verse (“But now their faces are
blacker than soot”). Halkin simply translates iltifāt as maʿavar (“transition”), which does
not capture the specific device. Ibn al-Muʿtazz includes a section on al-iltifāt in Kitāb al-
Badīʿ, 58.

51 Literally, “the light.” I have substituted “the sun” to avoid confusion, since it is not this sub-
stitution that interests Ibn Ezra here but rather the substitution of the sun for gold. Of
course, the example is particularly interesting because it presents two degrees of remove
from the subject of comparison: gold is the sun, which is called “light.”
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33. Princes of speech to speak wisdom and cunning, sweetness and bitter-
ness, gentleness and harshness,

34. to reveal the hidden, to cover the revealed, to renew the tattered, andwear
out the new.

35. to build dwellings for men of understanding but to destroy the abodes of
the wicked and to ruin.52

Al-Muṭābaqa (“Antithesis”).VariousArabic critics discuss a device of this name,
though the definition is not entirely stable. Al-Ḥātimī notes a dispute wherein
one party, the larger one, defines it as mentioning a thing and its opposite
in a single line, while the other claims that the verse uses the same word in
different ways. Although Ibn Ezra does not offer a definition, it is clear from
his examples that he intends the former (probably because the latter is diffi-
cult to distinguish from al-mujānasa). Atypically, Ibn Ezra does not quote any
examples fromArabic poetry. Among his biblical examples is, “Those who pur-
sue evil draw near; they distance themselves from your Teaching” (Ps 119:105).
“Draw near” and “distance” constitute the muṭābaqa. He also cites a Hebrew
verse wherein every word in the first hemistich stands in opposition to a corre-
sponding word, almost in identical order, in the second, “The day of heat was
cold to me like snow, while the night of cold was hot to me like coal!” In the
model poem, al-muṭābaqa is exemplified in verse 35, where each word in the
first hemistich has a corresponding antithesis in the second. Verse 35, by the
way, also illustrates al-tablīghwith the words “to ruin.”

Al-Muqābala (“Opposition”). This device is quite similar to al-muṭābaqa, and
some consider it a subspecies of the latter, though Ibn Rashīq describes it in a
distinct chapter as “in between classification (taqsīm) and antithesis (tibāq).”
Ibn Rashīq further defines al-muqābala as “the mutual facing of utterances
(muwājahat al-lafẓ) concerning that which is subject to judgment.” Similarly,
according to Ibn Ezra, the device refers to “opposites facing each other (taqābul
aḍād) in speech.” Among Ibn Ezra’s examples is the Arabic verse by al-Nābigha
(also cited by al-Ḥātimī and IbnRashīq), “A youth, perfect in him arewhat glad-
dens his friends but also what harms his enemies.”53 He also includes: from

52 “Wicked,” literally, “dissenters, the different.” Cf., Proverbs 24:21.
53 Compare this with al-Ḥātimī’s words cited in Seeger A. Bonebakker, Notes on the Kitāb

Naḍrat al-ighrīḍ of al-Muẓaffar al-Ḥusaynī (Ms Damat Ibrahim 963, Süleymaniye Kütüpha-
nesi, Istanbul) (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Instituut in het Nabije
Oosten, 1968), 28–29. Bonebakker did not reprint this section in his Materials for the His-
tory of Arabic Rhetoric.
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Psalm 55:22, “his talk was smoother than butter, yet his mind was on war; his
words were more soothing than oil, yet they were drawn swords”;54 from Gen-
esis 8:22, “Seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, spring and fall, day and night”;
and froma poemby Samuel ha-Nagid concerning a beloved, “I am gracious, but
he is obstinate; I love, but he hates; I speak of him truth, but aboutme he utters
falsehood.” Thus, al-muqābala is distinguished from al-muṭābaqa because of
the immediate proximity of the opposites. In the model poem, verse 33 is rich
in this device.

45. For the princes of creation, I sent [this book] as a gift like fattened ewes
and the wine of raisin cakes,

46. but for oxen, except they are donkeys, it is like barley bread and a pottage
of lentils.

Al-Istiṭrād (“Digression”). Taken together, these verses might be considered
an example of al-istiṭrād which occurs, according to Ibn Ezra, when the poet
“digresses from praise to blame, as though it were a manner of transition but
more refined and delicate.” Wolfhart Heinrichs explains the device as “a brief
aside often containing an ironic stab at someone,” which seems to fit nicely
with Ibn Ezra’s Arabic poetic example by Bakr ibn al-Naṭṭāḥ (also quoted by
Ibn Rashīq and others): “A youth whosemoney was distressed through his gen-
erosity, as the [sons of] Qays were distressed by the spears of Taghlib.” Ibn Ezra
claims that the device has not beenused either in theBible or among the Jewish
poets, which is striking given that the Arabic critics generally credit the pre-
Islamic Jewish poet al-Samawʾal ibn ʿĀdiyāʾ with its invention. In the present
example, the reference to “barley bread” derives from Judges 7:13, whereGideon
dreams of a loaf of barley bread that fells the camp of Midian. The pottage
of lentils, of course, is what Jacob sells Esau in exchange for his birthright.55
Hence, the bookwill bring about the downfall of the ignorant, who are insulted
as oxen and (even worse) donkeys; the verse thus constitutes a “jab,” though
not toward anyone specific. Line 46 also exemplifies al-istithnāʾ (above) in the
invective mode.

49. Can flatterers on the earth be compared with the sinless, or rulers over
thousands with rulers over fifties?

54 Here Ibn Ezra also refers to the poetic (rajaz) translation of the Psalms by Ḥafṣ b. Albar
al-Qūṭī.

55 Gen 25:30–34.
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50. Or a river of delights with the venom of serpents, or the skins of goats
with the skins of seals?56

51. Can the proverbs of the wise be like the vapor of dreamers, or hailstones
(elgevishim) like pearl or crystal (gevishim)?

52. Or can companions (reʿei) of thought be like tenders (roʿei) of beasts, or
Orion and the Pleiades like clods of earth?

53. Or can a man who gathers kindness be like Joseph, beneath whose feet
gold and silver are trampled?

Ḥusn al-takhalluṣ (“Beautiful transition”). Although the model poem began
with a “beautiful opening,” in these lines Ibn Ezra also illustrates a “beautiful
transition” between two themes, boasting over one’s own writing to praise of
themamdūḥ. Ibn Ezra begins by extolling the incomparability of his own writ-
ing, then introduces a series of pairs that are similarly incomparable (whether
by degree or opposition), and finally, in verse 53, submits a final comparison
of degree that stations the mamdūḥ, Joseph, over other men of kindness. The
transition here is quite gradual and is executed over several lines.
The transitional verse (takhalluṣ, lit., “escape”)57 is not unlike themoment of

a concertowhen the listenerwaits for the soloist to conclude the flourish of the
cadenza and reintegratewith the orchestra; the audience knows that the transi-
tionwill occur, but it is unclear exactly how.Medieval Arabic critics, vanGelder
has demonstrated, give considerable attention to the way in which the takhal-
luṣ is constructed, a subject which allows vanGelder to approach the contested
questionof whether “organic unity” exists inArabic poetry.Themedieval critics
witness the existence of an abrupt transition—either accomplished by simply
changing themes or with a synthetic marker such as “desist from this”—but
generally prefer transitions that logically connect themotifs of consecutive sec-
tions.58 Ibn Rashīq catalogues a number of introductory themes, both nomadic
(crossing deserts on camelback and the like) and urbane (wine, garden, etc.),
that lead to the takhalluṣ and favors a smooth, gradual transition, which is illus-
trated nicely within the model poem.59

56 The skin of teḥashim is specified for the construction of the Tabernacle in Ex 26:14 and is
therefore the superior. Various animals’ skins have been suggested as the referent of this
term, including that of the seal, dolphin, and badger.

57 This is called khurūj by some critics, including Ibn al-Muʿtazz and Ibn Ezra. Van Gelder,
Beyond the Line, 34.

58 Van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 30.
59 Van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 115. See also the richer “catalogue” of thematic developments

by al-Āmidī in ibid., 73.



84 decter

Again, Ibn Ezra generally downplays the importance of the takhalluṣ since
it is only a remedy to a poem that is theoretically ill-conceived, since it should
have begun with praise. Still, he does discuss the subject of balance and coher-
ence between different parts of the poem, both in his general discussion of
stylistics and in his chapter on ḥusn al-takhalluṣ. In offering advice to the aspir-
ing poet, he writes:

If you introduce a qaṣīḍa with one of the types of amatory prelude, then
make a transition (khurūj) to praise or blame in which there does not
appear any discontinuity (infiṣāl). It has been said, “the qaṣīḍa is like the
creation of a human body with respect to the conjoining (ittiṣāl) of its
limbs with one another; when one of them becomes detached (infaṣala)
from another, it leaves the body with a malady (ʿilla)60 that harms its
beautiful qualities (maḥāsin).” Another said, “A qaṣīḍa must be like an
epistle whose components cohere (mutassiqa).” If you take heed in this
and similar things, the openings of your qaṣīḍās will accord with their
conclusions and their preludes61with theirmain subjects (lit “goals”).This
is the meaning of transition according to the ways of the novel style (al-
badiʿ), as you will see in the designated place in this treatise.62

Ibn Ezra’s source here is clearly al-Ḥātimī, who compares the qaṣīḍawith both
the human body and the epistle using very similar wording.63 Later, in the “des-
ignated section” in the Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, Ibn Ezra treats ḥusn al-takhalluṣ
further. His discussion is as follows:64

[As for] transition (al-takhalluṣ) from one thing to another, the latter gen-
erations of Arab poets considered it beautiful and shining to behold; they
became enamored with it so that it became ubiquitous and thus we need
not cite an example. However, this [the inclusion of transitional verses]
occurred little among the Jewish poets. An example of an outstanding
transition following a lengthy amatory prelude (tashbīb) is the speech of
the Nagid, may God be satisfied with him,

60 Although Halkin’s translation “cause” is possible, this other meaning of ʿilla seems prefer-
able. Indeed, the parallel passage in al-ʿUmda has ʿāha, which means “malady.”

61 Here I accept Halkin’s emendation of tashbībāt for tashbīhāt.
62 Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, 180.
63 The similarity is noted also by Van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 140, though he translates there

from Ibn Rashīq.
64 Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, 278–280.
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AskWisdom, but if it is beyond you, ask Rabbi Joseph, whose sister is
Wisdom.65

IbnGabirol, mayGod havemercy on him, spoke beautifully when he said,
Knowledge is the first among the paths of God, from the might of the
Lord God stored it up

and established it as a king over everything and wrote Yequtiel’s
name upon its standard.66

He also said, filling the verse in order to maintain the meter,67
I rage against the daughters of days and laugh when they shout, “Who
is it that subdues us?

Is it you who pushes us, though you are powerless, or is it the hand of
Yequtiel upon our necks?”68

Everything with which [Ibn Gabirol] praised this man Abū al-Ḥasān, may
God have mercy on him, hit the target, cut at the joints,69 and is true, for
[Ibn Gabirol] found a bough and made something wondrous.70 As the
poet of the Arabs [al-Mutanabbī] said,
You have found a broad place for speech, so if you find a tongue that
speaks, then speak!

[Ibn Gabirol] also made a lovely transition from a description of a dark
night and a cold cloud to the censure of the poem,
Its coolness is like the snow of Senir or like the poetry of Samuel ha-
Qahati!71

The use of transitional verses is far more prevalent in the Hebrew corpus than
Ibn Ezra lets on and is extremely common in his own poetry. Even before the
Andalusian period, a transition from the praise of wine to praise of a mam-

65 Samuel ha-Nagid, Dīwān Shemuel ha-Nagid. Ben Tehillim, ed. Dov Jarden (Jerusalem:
Hebrew Union College Press, 1966), 159 [50], lines 15–17.

66 Solomon ibn Gabirol, The Secular Poetry of Rabbi Solomon ibn Gabirol (Hebrew), ed. Dov
Jarden, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: n.p., 1975), 38–43 [30], lines 18–19.

67 See the discussion of ḥashw al-bayt li-iqāmat wazn above.
68 Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poetry, 36–38 [19], lines 9–10. Note that this verse was also used to

illustrate al-iʿitirāḍ.
69 This is an expression simply meaning “attained its goal.”
70 Regarding “found a bough”: while Halkin disagrees, I find the reading suggested in the

notes to line 45 quite reasonable and far superior. This proverb also fits the theme of
the poem that follows. This is also the opinion of Abumalham Mas: Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-
Muḥāḍara (ed. AbumalhamMas), 1:294.

71 Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poetry, 354 [195], line 11. It should also be noted, atypically, that this is
the final verse of the poem. A similar structure is observed in one of Ibn Gabirol’s laments
over his patron Yequtiel ben Isaac: Secular Poetry, 301 [158].
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dūḥ is attested in a panegyric dedicated to Abraham ha-Baghdadi.72 Ibn Ezra
is obviously not opposed to amatory preludes since he includes the example
by the Nagid. In the examples in Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, transition is made from
themes as diverse as praise of Wisdom, complaint against Time, and the ama-
tory prelude, and indeed, in the Andalusian corpus, transition to praise ismade
from virtually every conceivable genre (also self-exhortation, nature descrip-
tion, praise of wine, etc.).
The examples givenby IbnEzra have a structural commonality, which tacitly

prescribes a recommendation for a well-crafted transition. In each, the transi-
tion is accomplished within a single line: i.e., the first hemistich deals with the
theme of the previous verses and, through some logical association, themam-
duḥ is introduced in the second. Given this, it is notable that the model poem
does not exhibit this feature, but follows a graded transition executed over sev-
eral lines instead.

55. To the trunk of the wise and shoot of the mighty, young in years though
he brings wisdom to elders,

56. whose deeds accord with the might of his fathers. The length of the
branches follows the strength of the roots!

57. He burns like coal, sweeps away like a river, and roars like a lion amid
flocks of goats.

58. Take [this] counsel and friendship of Arabic andHebrew, food and rations
to the mouths of all who ask.

59. Ascend through them73 and do battle, for they are like salt to speech and
a spear to attack those armed for war.

60. Ascend on high, to the shining stars! Strive with God, and strive with
men!74

Al-Ghulū (“Hyperbole”). “Hyperbole” (from the Greek, “throwing beyond”) is
one of the richer and more ambiguous areas of Western literary criticism and

72 Alexander Scheiber, “Two Additional Poems of Praise in Honor of Abraham of Baghdad”
(Hebrew), Zion 30 (1965): 123–127. Dan Pagis already noted that the wine theme prefigures
the explosion of the Hebrew khamriyyāt in al-Andalus: Dan Pagis, “Wine Songs Preced-
ing the Spanish Period” in Poetry Aptly Explained: Studies and Essays on Medieval Hebrew
Poetry (Hebrew), ed. Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem:Magnes Press, 1993), 18–28. There is clearly
a prefiguring not only of theme but also of form.

73 I.e., the teachings of this book.
74 The reference here is to Jacob at Gen 32:28. The repetition of the word “strive” here might

be considered al-tardīd, though it does notmeet Ibn Ezra’s definition that theword occurs
once in each hemistiche.
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the philosophy of languagemore broadly. One thorny problem is to understand
its relationship with “exaggeration” (from the Latin, “to heap up”). Are the two
synonymous? Is one a subspecies of the other? Is “hyperbole” strictly a “figure of
thought” defined by the impossibility of content, or can it encompass a device
such as “amplification” as a “figure of wording”?75
The problem is equally complicated in Arabic criticism. First, terminology

is used differently by different authors. The word mubālagha is sometimes
understood as the umbrella category “hyperbole” with several sub-varieties but
can also be defined specifically as “exaggeration,” similar to but not identical
with “hyperbole.” Hence the fourteenth-century al-Khaṭīb al-Qazwīnī divides
mubālagha maqbūla (“acceptable hyperbole”) into three categories: (1) that
which is exaggerated within what is customarily possible (tablīgh); (2) within
what is theoretically possible (ighrāq); (3) and that which pertains to the
strictly impossible (ghulū).76 But in the tenth and eleventh centuries, critics
such as Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī distinguished between al-mubālagha (exaggera-
tion) as “thatwhich reaches theouter limit and furthest end inmeaning” andal-
ghulū (hyperbole) as “that which passes over the limit (ḥadd) of meaning and
rises above it.”77 Ibn Rashīq similarly sees al-mubālagha as “following some-
thing to an end (al-taqaṣṣi), the poet’s reaching (bulūgh) the furthest (aqṣa) of
what is possible in describing a thing”78 but al-ghulū as “impossibility because
of its divergence from reality, its departure from the existing (al-wājib) and the
generally accepted.”79
In his Kitāb al-Ḥadīqa, Ibn Ezra seems to differentiate between al-mubā-

lagha as “exaggeration, reaching the limit” (e.g. Gen 41:49, “Joseph stored up
huge quantities of grain, like the sand of the sea”), and al-ghulū as “hyper-
bole, going beyond the limit” (e.g. Prov 25:15, “A gentle tongue can break a

75 See, for example AlbertW. Halsall and Terry V.F. Brogan, “Amplification,” in The Princeton
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 4th ed., ed. Roland Greene et al. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2012), 45–46; KevinMcFadden, “Hyperbole,” in Princeton Encyclopedia of
Poetry, 648.

76 Heinrichs, “Rhetorical Figures,” 658.
77 This is the wording in Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī, Kitab al-Ṣināʿatayn al-kitāba wa-l-shiʿr, ed. ʿAlī

Muḥammad al-Bijāwī andMuḥammad Abū al-Faḍl Ibrāhīm (Cairo: ʿIsā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī,
1952), 327, 365. Similar is the definition of mubālagha in Qudāma, Naqd al-Šiʿr, 7, though,
like Ibn Ezra, he also defends the use of al-ghulū by equating it with al-mubālagha (see
below). Al-Ḥātimī does not include a chapter on al-mubālagha.

78 This can include figures of wording such as al-tatmīm, al-ighāl (by which he means al-
tablīgh), al-ḥashw, etc.

79 Ibn Ezra does not include a chapter on al-mubālagha in Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara.
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bone”).80 The example in Genesis 41:49 brings description of quantity to its
limit, but it is nonetheless a description of quantity. The content of the proverb
is more strictly impossible. In this way, Ibn Ezra seems to follow the definitions
of Ibn Rashīq. Hyperbole in panegyric often involves bringing themamdūḥ to
the level of heavenly bodies or celestial beings, clearly exemplified in verses 60
and 10 of the model poem.
Inhis sectiononal-ghulūwithin thepresentationof themaḥāsinal-shiʿr, Ibn

Ezra uses a number of terms of art more or less interchangeably as hyperbole:
ghulū, ighrāq, ighāl, taghmīq, and taʿammuq. Following a number of critics, he
describes al-ighāl as a variety of ghulū that involves the reiteration of a theme
at the end of a verse and is hence a “figure of wording” as much as a “figure
of thought.”81 He also identifies al-ghulū with the Talmudic term havai, which
appears in Babylonian Talmud Tamid 29a: there several textual examples are
given, including, among others, “cities great and fortified up to heaven” (Deut
1:28), and “the people played pipes … so that the earth rent with their sound”
(1Kings 1:40).82 The commonality in this terminology, over againstmubālagha,
is that hyperbole, in Ibn Ezra’s words, “departs from the class of the possible
and enters the class of the impossible.” The subtleties in Ibn Ezra’s terminology
become clearer with a close reading of his exegetic interventions in the Kitāb
al-Muḥāḍara. IbnEzra cites numerousbiblical verses thatmakeuseof al-ghulū,
including “great cities and fortresses up to the sky” (Deut 9:1, also quoted in b.
Tamid 29b) and “their land shall be drunkwith blood, their dust saturated with
fat” (Isa 34:3).

80 Fenton, Philosophie et exégèse, 334–335.
81 He considers “their land shall be drunkwith blood, their dust saturated with fat” (Isa 34:3)

as al-ghulū, and “the host of heaven shall be dissolved” (Isa 34:4) as ighāl. Some critics
define al-ighāl as reiterating an exaggerated theme at the end of a verse, and Isaiah 34:4
might fit that requirement. He first calls “My glory refreshed,mybow renewed inmyhand”
(Job 29:20) al-ghulū and subsequently al-ighāl, and arguably this too fits the more strin-
gent definition of al-ighāl. However, he calls “for the heavens shall vanish like smoke” (Isa
51:6) al-ighāl, and this is the first of the exaggerations in the verse; perhaps he means in
following the previous verse. Al-ighāl is thus very similar to al-tablīgh. See also Fenton,
Philosophie et exégèse, 334–335.

82 The passage notes that hyperbolic and exaggerative language is found in the Torah, the
Prophets, and in the discourse of the Rabbis. However, the Talmudic passage uses havai
and guzma (“exaggeration”) more or less synonymously. In some cases, havai is paired
with hevel, (“vapor, vanity”) and can hence carry the meaning of “nonsense,” which is also
the usage in modern Hebrew. The etymology of the word havai is unclear. Ben Yehudah
suggests the Arabic cognate hby, “dust that has risen into the air.” Perhaps it is related to
the Greek, hyper?
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Ibn Ezra’s comments on Num 13:33, “And we were in our eyes like grasshop-
pers, and so we were in their eyes” are also illustrative of his categories. The
first phrase, he opines, is “exaggeration, reaching a limit” (taghyī)83 but the
second he calls “utter falsehood (kidhb maḥḍ), since no one knows the hid-
den except for God, exalted” (i.e., the inhabitants of the land did not actually
see the spies). This type of falsehood is distinct from both al-mubālagha and
al-ghulū. Both exaggeration and hyperbole ultimately express truth, though
with different relationships to possibility, whereas “utter falsehood” does not
correspond to truth in any way. A rich sequence of verses is found in Isaiah
34:3–4,84 which deals with God’s fury against the nations and their ensuing
destruction:

(3) Their slain shall be cast out, the stench of their carcasses shall rise, (4)
themountains shall bemeltedwith their blood, and all the host of heaven
will be dissolved.

While verse 3 does not even constitute exaggeration, the two images in verse 4
exemplify hyperbole, especially since the angels are viewed as inviolable. The
destruction of the angels, writes Ibn Ezra, refers to “the overturning (taqallub)
of the nations, and [Isaiah] coined a similitude (mathal) with the transfor-
mation (taḥawwul) of the angels.” “The mountains shall be melted with their
blood” is called ghulū and “the host of heaven shall be dissolved” is called ighāl
since it reiterates the hyperbolic theme at the end of the verse.
Distinguishing between figurative and literal expressions has obvious impli-

cations for the interpretation of eschatological passages of the Bible, for the
exegete must consider whether the Bible presents seemingly impossible state-
ments that do not correspond with human experience but are nonetheless
intended as true. Importantly and subjectively, Ibn Ezra sees seemingly false
expressions such as those in Isaiah 34:4 as figurative but similar expressions
concerning “the awaited polity,” i.e. the Messianic age (al-dawla al-muntaẓara)
and miracles (al-muʿjizāt) as non-figurative.
Among the most beautiful biblical hyperboles, in Ibn Ezra’s opinion, is Job’s

image of his former glory, “And the rock pouredme out rivers of oil” (Job 29:4),
as well as Job’s image of how he had imagined his future happiness prior to
his suffering, “My glory refreshed, my bow renewed in my hand” (Job 29:20).85

83 Derived from ghāya (“limit”), hence “reaching a limit.”
84 Ibn Ezra does not discuss the second verse, but I translate it here to provide contrast.
85 Ibn Ezra actually discusses competing interpretations of the verse following his own.
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“One of the Arab poets,” Ibn Ezra adds, saw or heard about the latter image
and invented a verse in imitation: “If you heard about a lucky man who held a
branch in his hand and it flourished, it would be true.”86
After this lengthy excursus on biblical interpretation, Ibn Ezra quotes verses

of Andalusian Hebrew poetry that make use of hyperbolic devices, including a
panegyric by Isaac ibn Khalfūn and also one of his own:

I am astonished that his pens did not bloom from the rivers of his hands,
which flow.87

The verse combines two qualities: the mamdūḥ’s generosity (the rivers of his
hands) and his skill in writing (his pens), linked because the poet is surprised
that the mamdūḥ’s wondrous writing is not a product of his generosity. The
hyperbole in the verse relates to the degree of generosity but also to the impos-
sibility of the content, even in the contrafactual mode. With this, Ibn Ezra
enters the complicated area of imaginative poetics, which I take up in a sep-
arate publication.

Amthāl (“Proverbs”). Immediately following his twenty chapters on maḥāsin
al-shiʿr, Ibn Ezra includes a final discussion, just prior to the close of the Kitāb
al-Muḥāḍara, on “proverbs (amthāl)88 and enigmas (aḥāji) in the beautiful ele-
ments of poetry.”89 The rather lengthy discussion reviews the place of proverbs
in Islamic writing (beginning with the famous verse, Qurʾān 29:43, “These
proverbs, We coin them for men, but none will grasp their meaning save the
wise”); among the philosophers; and, of course, in Jewish sources. Among his
many sayings in praise of proverbs is the following, “the proverb brings together
three properties: brevity of utterance, truth of meaning, and beauty of simile.”
Unsurprisingly, he favors the inclusion of pithy aphorisms within poetry and
demonstrates the practice in verse 56, here using a proverb of Arabic origin.90

86 Braun, “Arabic Verses in Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara” does not remark on this.
87 Isaac ibn Khalfūn, Isaac ibn Khalfūn: Poems (Hebrew), ed. Aharon Mirsky (Jerusalem:

Bilaik Institute, 1961), 168, line 20. This is from a lament, though the verse itself is indis-
tinguishable from what might be found in a panegyric. In prefacing the verse in Kitāb
al-Muḥāḍara, Ibn Ezra describes himself as “one who uses hyperbole (al-ghulū) most in
his poetry.”

88 Like the Hebrewmashal, the Arabicmathal carries a range of meanings, from proverb to
similitude, metaphor, and parable.

89 Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, 284–300. It does not seem to me that this section has
been sufficiently exploited as a possible source for Maimonides’ thinking on parables. Al-
Ḥātimī treats both proverbs and enigmas (though not together) in Ḥilyat al-muḥāḍara.

90 See the useful note by Brody (to a different poem): Ibn Ezra, Secular Poems, 2:396 [207],
lines 83–85.
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Conclusion

Ibn Ezra’s setting in a single poem verses that present related, often proximate
yet distinct, types of “beautiful elements” allows those devices to be observed
in clear relief. At the time of its composition, didactic poetrywas relatively rare,
and the “model poem”augurs forwhatbecameaprevalent genre inHebrewand
the ultimate emergence of the badīʿiyyāt in Arabic. Not only must the poem
be read in light of the chapters on maḥāsin al-shiʿr that precede it, but the
poem actually helps elucidate ambiguities in those chapters. The review of the
chapters presented here helps situate Ibn Ezra both as a consumer and pro-
ducer of the naqd al-shiʿr genre; the very instability of terms, as well as the
numerous strategies by which the maḥāsin al-shiʿr are configured taxonom-
ically, demonstrates the degree to which this discipline, a relative latecomer
among the Islamic sciences, was very much “under construction.” The review
of Arabic poems cited by Ibn Ezra demonstrates the degree to which, with very
few exceptions, the poet selected sources fromworks of literary criticism rather
than through an independent gleaning directly from dīwāns. Interestingly, Ibn
Ezra and the critics upon whom he relies show amarked interest in what mod-
ern critics call the “role of the reader,” not only when discussing “figures of
thought” (e.g. hyperbole, metaphor), which obviously rely upon the human
imagination, but also with respect to certain “figures of wording” (especially
tashīm and tatbīʿ).
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chapter 5

Sefarad in Tzarfat: Sefardi and Sefardi-Style
Piyyutim in MS Bernkastel-Kues 313

Elisabeth Hollender

Hebrew poetry ranks among the most famous elements of Jewish culture from
medieval Andalusia. This genre led the period of cultural flourishing in the
tenth and eleventh centuries to be called the “Golden Age” of Spanish Jewry.1
It has also provided a point of demarcation between medieval Sefarad and
Ashkenaz: thebiblicizing style that characterized Iberian Jewishpoets hasbeen
compared to classical aesthetics2 and helped to secure a place of honor for
their oeuvre in Jewish literary tradition; they have been lauded as the only
medieval Jews towrite secular poetry, and,moreover, their liturgical poetry has
received special attention for its alleged use of the composer’s individual voice
rather than a collective call to God on behalf of the nation. While eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century promulgation of the myth of Sefardi supremacy
contributed to the fascination with Sefardi culture that helped to cement the
modern image of Sefarad and Ashkenaz as two separate cultural identities that

1 The term “Golden Age” as a description for tenth- and eleventh-century Andalusian Hebrew
poetry was introduced by Franz Delitzsch, Zur Geschichte der jüdischen Poësie vomAbschluss
der heiligen SchriftenAlten Bundes bis auf die neueste Zeit (Leipzig: Karl Tauchnitz, 1836), 44. It
evokes the ancient Greekmyth of the “ages of man,” with its image of peace, harmony, stabil-
ity, and prosperity, but also the concept of inevitable deterioration over time, a descent from
the halcyon and irrevocably concluded Golden Age.

2 On this comparison, see Joseph Yahalom, “Aesthetic Models in Conflict: Classicist versus
Ornamental in Jewish Poetics,” in Renewing the Past, Reconfiguring Jewish Culture: From Al-
Andalus to the Haskalah, ed. Ross Brann and Adam Sutcliffe (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 21–30. Rina Drory has argued that the use of Hebrew for poetry
in Sefarad was based on a functional division of languages that assigned beauty to Hebrew.
See Drory, “ ‘Words Beautifully Put’: Hebrew versus Arabic in Tenth-Century Jewish Litera-
ture,” in Genizah Research after Ninety Years: The Case of Judaeo-Arabic. Papers Read at the
Third Congress of the Society for Judaeo-Arabic Studies, ed. Joshua Blau and Stephan C. Reif
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 53–66; Drory, “Literary Contacts andWhere
to Find Them: On Arabic Literary Models in Medieval Jewish Literature,” Poetics Today 14.2
(1993): 277–302; Drory,Models and Contacts: Arabic Literature and Its Impact onMedieval Jew-
ish Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 169–177.
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rarely had contact,3 the notion of the superiority of Sefardi culture originated
with its promotion by Andalusian intellectuals during the medieval period;4
unlike some Provençal scholars who saw their own culture as peripheral to the
Andalusian cultural center, the Talmudic scholars that dominated the North-
ern French and Ashkenazi intellectual elite made no such concession to their
Sefardi counterparts. However, ḥazanim in Northern France and Ashkenaz
imported a selection of Andalusian liturgical poetry to their own impressive
corpus of liturgical poems. Moreover, by the turn of the thirteenth century, a
number of Northern French and Ashkenazi authors had begun to compose
liturgical poetry that incorporated aesthetic elements from Sefardi Hebrew
poetics, such as quantitative meter and biblical language.5 This resulted in a
parallel presence of Sefardi and Ashkenazi styles in liturgical poetry as well as
hybrid compositions that drew on features from both traditions.
In most cases, earlier poetry was not replaced by the subsequent adop-

tion of Sefardi poetry or compositions from Northern France and Ashkenaz
that engaged Sefardi aesthetics; rather, these works augmented extant liturgies
(possibly as late in the process of composition as the copying and redacting
of newmanuscripts), incorporating another layer of poetry to an already well-
developed liturgical tradition.6 From the mid-fourteenth century onward, the
majority of Ashkenazi liturgicalmanuscripts include somepoetry fromSefarad

3 See Ismar Schorsch, From Text to Context: The Turn to History in Modern Judaism (Hanover:
Brandeis University Press; University Press of New England, 1994), 71–92.

4 The intellectual elite of Sefarad, especially in Muslim Andalusia, were not only convinced of
their supremacy, which they expressed through varied means (e.g., by terming themselves
the “Jerusalemite diaspora”), but they also convinced many Jewish communities that did not
belong to this cultural center to consider themselves peripheral, see Uriah Kfir, A Matter of
Geography: A New Perspective on Medieval Hebrew Poetry (Leiden: Brill, 2018). See also the
articles published in the Jahrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Instituts/Simon Dubnow Institute Year-
book 8 (2009) edited by Gad Freudenthal that trace the transmission and appropriation of
the secular sciences and philosophy in Medieval Judaism.

5 See, for example, Abraham Meir Habermann, “Liturgical Poetry of Ephraim bar Isaac of
Regensburg” (Hebrew), Studies of the Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry in Jerusalem 4
(1938): 119–195;Habermann, “Liturgical Poetry of Rabbi Ephraimbar Jacobof Bonn” (Hebrew),
Studies of the Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry in Jerusalem 7 (1958): 215–302. Chapter 5
of Ephraim Kanarfogel, The Intellectual History and Rabbinic Culture of Medieval Ashkenaz:
Expanding Horizons and Innovating Traditions (Detroit: Wayne University Press, 2012), 375–
443, describesmany twelfth- and thirteenth-century poets—most of themminor ones—and
their respective oeuvre, noting Sefardi influences where evident.

6 On the development of Ashkenazi liturgy through the importation of piyyutim from other
Jewish communities, see Elisabeth Hollender, Liturgie und Geschichte: Der aschkenasische
Machsor und jüdischeMobilität imMittelalter—Einmethodologischer Versuch (Trier: Kliome-
dia, 2015).
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plus numerous Ashkenazi poems that display aesthetics from Sefarad. How-
ever, by the late eighteenth century, most of these works had fallen into disuse
and, thus, they are absent from printed collections.
The presence/inclusion of Sefardi liturgical poetry in medieval Ashkenazi

synagogue services (i.e., the communal rituals that comprise a central aspect
of religious identity) is not only proof of cultural transfer from Sefarad to
Ashkenaz during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but also an indication
of Ashkenazi receptivity to cultural goods from another community. This con-
tradicts the image of Ashkenazi self-sufficiency to the point of disinterest in
contemporaneous Jewish cultures and neighboring Christian societies.7 The
adoption of Sefardi poetry into the Ashkenazi prayer book began no later than
the mid-twelfth century and probably continued through the mid-fourteenth
century; this complex, two-century process allows a glimpse at the largely
under-attended receptionof contemporary Jewish cultures bymedieval Ashke-
nazi communities.
The reconstructionof thismedievalNorthernFrench andAshkenazi process

of adopting and adapting Sefardi poetry andpoetics requires a two-stage exam-
ination of medieval manuscripts from those communities. For an overview of
textual transmission, a systematic comparison of the Sefardi piyyutim in each
manuscriptwould need to be conducted to develop a historicalmap that traces
each piyyut’s trajectory of transmission over time.8 Furthermore, an analysis of
each collection that includes Sefardi and Northern French/Ashkenazi poetry is
necessary to understand the relationship between texts of differing styles and
provenances as documented at a given time and place.While both approaches
must be combined to completely articulate this process, studies of individual
manuscripts can illustrate crucial moments and aspects of transfer and recep-
tion.
This study examines one section of a particularly interesting manuscript,

which was probably copied in the late thirteenth century in a community that
used the Northern French rite; a reconstructed history of this manuscript sit-
uates its origin in the upper Moselle valley. Given the absence of a colophon

7 Interactions between Ashkenazi Judaism and the adjacent communities have received sig-
nificant scholarly attention in recent years, thanks to the work of Ivan Marcus, Israel Yuval,
and others.

8 A comprehensive analysis using this approach extends beyond the scope of single essay. For
a study that concentrates on a subgroup of one genre, namely Zionide qinot, see Elisabeth
Hollender, “Adoption and Adaptation: Judah haLevi’s ךיריסאםולשלילאשתאלהןויצ and its
Ashkenazic Environment,” in Entangled Histories: Knowledge, Authority, and Jewish Culture
in the Thirteenth Century, ed. Elisheva Baumgarten, Ruth Mazo Karras, and Katelyn Mesler
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 248–262.
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to indicate its time and place of production, these identifications are based
on paleographic evidence.9 This manuscript is held by the Cusanus Library at
Bernkastel-Kues (MS Bernkastel-Kues 313, henceforth Kues 31310) but appar-
ently it was not part of Nicolaus of Cues’s personal collection. Its fifteenth-
century binding and the similarity in script and content to a group of liturgi-
cal manuscripts that has been reconstructed from pastedowns in books and
manuscripts signal that this volume belonged to the Augustine Convent at
Eberhardsklausen during the fifteenth century. It seems that this convent,
which did not actively pursue Hebrew studies, received these liturgical man-
uscripts (as part of a larger group of Hebrewworks) from Archbishop Otto von
Ziegenhain of Trier who had expelled the Jews from his electorate and seized
their assets in 1419.11
This carefully executed manuscript is relatively small for an Ashkenazic

liturgical manuscript. Like most Ashkenazic liturgical manuscripts, it con-
tains only piyyutim, not the standard prayers. Most piyyutim are not vocal-
ized. With the exception of enlarged initial words, its pages lack embellish-

9 I would like to extend my thanks to Judith Olszowy-Schlanger (EPHE, Paris) for her help
in this paleographical dating.

10 The shelf mark corresponds to the numbering in the sole printed catalog of manuscripts
from this library. On this manuscript, see Joseph Marx, Verzeichnis der Handschriften-
Sammlung des Hospitals zu Cues bei Bernkastel a./Mosel (Trier: Druck der Kunst- und
Verlangsanstalt Schaar and Dathe, 1905), 305–306.

11 On the library at Eberhardsklausen, see Marco Brösch, “Die Klosterbibliothek von Eber-
hardsklausen und ihre Bestände. Von den Anfängen bis ins 16. Jahrhundert” (PhD diss.,
Universität Trier, 2010). On the history of Hebrew pastedowns in books and manuscripts
from this library, see Brösch, “Makulierte hebräische Handschriften in Eberhardsklau-
sen—eine bibliotheks- und literaturgeschichtliche Untersuchung,” in “Genizat Germa-
nia”—Hebrew and Aramaic Binding Fragments from Germany in Context, ed. Andreas
Lehnardt (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 91–155. On liturgical fragments in volumes from Eberhards-
klausen, now in the Municipal Library of Trier, see Hollender, “Reconstructing Manu-
scripts: The Liturgical Fragments from Trier,” in Lehnardt, Genizat Germania, 61–90, and
literature cited therein. During the fifteenth century, when other manuscripts were mac-
ulated in Eberhardsklausen, Kues 313 was rebound but apparently never used again. As a
result, it has been preserved in pristine condition, although at least one quire is missing
from the end of themanuscript. I am indebted toDr.Marco Brösch for having checked the
binding of Kues 313 and ascertaining Eberhardsklausen as its likely provenance. The sim-
ple decorations on its leather cover donot lend themselves to anunambiguous attribution
to any single binder; nevertheless, the use of parts of a single document in the bindings of
Kues 313 and Kues 314 provides an approximate date and establishes that these volumes
were rebound by Christians. The incomplete preservation of the other Hebrew liturgical
manuscripts from Eberhardsklausen limits our ability to conjecture about motivations
that prompted this manuscript to be rebound by its Christian owners or preserved with
such care.
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ment.12 Its dimensions and overall simplicity indicate that this volume did not
serve as the main liturgical manuscript for a major Rhineland community;
rather, it would have been used in a small, less influential community in the
Moselle valley. Kues 313 is comprised of liturgies for Hanukkah, Purim, the four
special Sabbaths, and the pilgrimage festivals, according to Minhag Tzarfat,13
with numerous piyyutim by French poets, such as Joseph ben Samuel Tov
Elem and Jacob benMeir (Rabbenu Tam).While several liturgical manuscripts
from Northern France have come down to us, this is the most complete extant
manuscript from the Moselle valley,14 one of the main transfer routes between
Northern France and Ashkenaz.
Kues 313 is notable in that, in addition to standard elements from the North-

ern French rite,15 it features a collection of sixty-two nonobligatory piyyutim—
liturgically unassigned poems that could be inserted to embellish services
at the prayer leader’s discretion—that appears on twenty consecutive leaves
(fols. 30r–49v), between the piyyutim for Shabbat haGadol and those for Pass-
over. Similar collections of piyyutim that were not tied to a specific point
in the calendar—usually referred to as quntras ha-piyyutim (a collection of
piyyutim)—whose contents provided a repertoire of liturgical embellishments
for occasions that lacked specifically assigned piyyutim (such as life-cycle cele-
brations) are found inmanyAshkenazi liturgicalmanuscripts.16 This collection

12 This manuscript measures approximately 22×15.5cm, which reflects the margins that
resulted from trimming when it was rebound in the fifteenth century. It currently consists
of quires that are each comprised of four bifolios that were ruled individually. At least one
quire is missing from the end of the manuscript, possibly more. Each page has twenty-
two lines; even the trimmed margins have generous proportions. Although several leaves
are missing corners or show evidence of production-time repairs in the parchment, this
manuscript was undoubtedly produced for a wealthy client.

13 Its division into two volumes—one for the high holidays and one for the remainder of the
year—was typical for Ashkenaz and Northern France, where penitential poems (seliḥot)
and lamentations (qinot) for fast days were often collected in an additional volume.

14 Very few Jewish communities have been documented from the Moselle valley in the first
half of the fifteenth century: Alfred Haverkamp, ed., Geschichte der Juden im Mittelalter
von der Nordsee bis zu den Südalpen: Kommentiertes Kartenwerk, 3 vols. (Hannover: Hahn,
2002), vol. 3, map A 3.7 (1401–1450) lists only Trier, Saarburg (on the Saar River), Trarbach,
and Cochem. During this period, Bernkastel is also mentioned as place of origin.

15 Even in the standard liturgy, this manuscript presents a number of unusual features: for
example, in the first three piyyutim of most qedushtaʾot the verse chains have been omit-
ted, as well as the closing piyyutim (silluqim) of these compositions. Curiously, it also
contains many of the Ashkenazi piyyutim for Passover, for which the manuscript trans-
mits both piyyutim of the Northern French and the Ashkenazi rite.

16 On the impressive number of piyyutim for Shabbat Ḥatan in some Ashkenazic man-
uscripts, see Menahem Schmelzer, Studies in Jewish Bibliography and Medieval Hebrew
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of predominantly short piyyutim in Kues 313, which is roughly organized by
genre (such as ofanim, piyyutim forNishmat, and geullot),will be described and
is the subject of this study due its significant representation of Sefardi piyyu-
tim.
Official liturgical manuscripts typically include only those piyyutim that

that were part of the local rite by the time it was commissioned and copied.17 If
Kues 313 conforms to this norm, it would follow that the ḥazan, and probably
the local leadership, in the community for which it was created, were famil-
iar with and accepted the inclusion of thirty-plus Sefardi piyyutim along with
those from the Northen French rite in this quntras ha-piyyutim for their prayer
services. By the late thirteenth century, even the Ashkenazi and Northern
French communities that were not dominated by eminent scholars who had
ongoing contacts with the academies in France and Provence (through which
Sefardic texts were brought to Ashkenaz) had incorporated Sefardi poetry in
their liturgies.
Whereas the festival liturgy in Kues 313 is comprised of piyyutim from

Byzantine eretz Israel, tenth- and eleventh-century Ashkenaz, and eleventh-
centuryNorthernFrance, itsquntrasha-piyyutim transmitsmanySefardi piyyu-
tim, some piyyutim that were composed in a Sefardi style, Northern French
piyyutim, and only a small sampling of Ashkenazic piyyutim. Given that these
piyyutim were performed on select occasions throughout the year, Sefardi and
Sefardi-style poetry therefore had a regular liturgical presence in the commu-
nity that usedKues 313 as the textual basis for the poetic embellishment of their
prayer services.18

Poetry: Collected Essays (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2006), 190–
208.

17 The process of determining how piyyutim were selected for local rites has not yet been
studied. For preliminary remarks on this mechanism, see Hollender, Liturgie und Ge-
schichte. A tendency to close liturgies and to discourage changes is evident from the four-
teenth century, when certain communities ruled that their precentors could not recite
piyyutim that were not included in that community’s liturgical manuscripts. The princi-
ple of limiting transmission to the piyyutim that a given community recites was operative
up to the modern period, see for example the new Dutch mahzor, which only includes
piyyutim that are recited regularly by at least one Jewish community in the Netherlands.
Thus, mainly incomplete compositions were transmitted. ʾAtirat Jitschak: Het Smeken von
Jitschak, trans. Jitschak Dasberg and Wouter Jacques van Bekkum, ed. Abraham Wolf
Rosenberg (Amsterdam: Nederlands-Israëlitisch Kerkgenootschap, 1983–1998).

18 Similar collections probably existed in other communities; for one example, see the qun-
tras ha-piyyutim at the end of the second volume of the manuscript of Maḥzor Vitry
held by the British Library, edited by Heinrich Brody, Quntras ha-piyyutim: ha-nilve el ha-
maḥzor Vitry Ketav Yad London (Berlin: H. Itzkowski, 1894).
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The opening page of the quntras ha-piyyutim in Kues 313 lists sixty (that is,
all but two) of the poems collected therein.19 Over half of these piyyutim were
composed by known Sefardi authors: eighteen by Judah Halevi, nine by Abra-
ham ibnEzra, threeby Solomon ibnGabirol, andoneeachby Isaac ibnGhayyat,
Joseph ibn Tzaddiq, and Levi ben Jacob al-Tabbān. A rubric in this manuscript
also attributes another piyyut to Judah Halevi: this poem is also transmitted
in quntras ha-piyyutim in the Londonmanuscript of Maḥzor Vitry ( ןיבמרוקחי , י
2730);20 although that composition is not in the dīwān of Judah Halevi, Brody
considered it authentic.21 This collection also includes at least five piyyutim of
unclear provenance that aremost likely Sefardi or Provençal: (1) a reshut—also
transmitted in the Cairo Genizah—whose author signed “Joseph” in a name
acrostic ( ךממוראךדסחבורבהי );22 (2) a nishmat by an author named Isaac ( תמשנ

יעדםימתךעדויךיארי , י 752), which appears in printed Provençal prayer books
and in a collection of Sicilian poetry that was published in Constantinople; (3)
a geulla composed by an author who signed his name “Isaac” in the acrostic
( ולבחחפדוכלווינועבשוקי , י 3608), which has been attributed to both Isaac ben
Reuben al-Bargeluni and Isaac ibn Ghayyat despite being printed exclusively
in Ashkenaz; (4) a geulla that has been attributed to Joseph Qimḥi, which was
transmitted throughout the Sefardi world ( תולעמרישבוידחי , י 2454); and, (5) a
hitherto unpublished piyyut for Ḥatan, that shows no indication of its exact
liturgical position, םיבהאתלכל .23

19 Given that this collection begins in the middle of a quire, this is surely its original posi-
tion in themanuscript. The scribe wrote the rubric for this section on folio 29r. The scribe
mistakenly began copying piyyutim for Passover before completing the piyyutim as listed
on folio 29v, which explains the inclusion of a yotzer for the intermediate Sabbath during
Passover by Simon ben Isaac םירשימךובהאךיבוהא , in this collection despite its absence
from the table of contents. The second item that is not listed is the final piyyut in this
collection, a reshut for the Targum of the Decalogue. These piyyutim both have assigned
positions in the liturgy and, therefore, should not be part of this collection.

20 Throughout this analysis, each piyyut is referred to by its incipit and number in Israel
Davidson, Thesaurus of Medieval Hebrew Poetry, 4 vols. (New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary, 1924–1933). For transmission history and bibliography, see Davidson.

21 See Brody, Quntras ha-piyyutim, 68.
22 T-S Add. Series 128/257. I would like to extend my appreciation to Dr. Sara Cohen, of the

Ezra Fleischer Geniza Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry of the Israel Academy of Sci-
ences and Humanities for locating the transmission of this poem.

23 See edition below. In addition to its formal characteristics, the author’s name, Levi, which
is signed in the refrain and the first two stanzas, indicates the Sefardi origin, since Levi was
not used as a personal name in Northern France and Ashkenaz. By contrast, the Sefardi
poets who signed with this name in their compositions include Levi ibn al-Tabbān and
Levi benMar Shaul. This personal namewas also used in Provence, e.g., by the philosopher
Levi ben Gershom, to whose father a similar poem is attributed ( םיבוהאןוליגיליג , ג 140).
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Only three piyyutim from Ashkenaz are transmitted in this quntras ha-
piyyutim: a yotzer for Passover by Simon ben Isaac, which should have been
copied in the Passover section24 and two ofanim by Benjamin ben Zeraḥ ( לעבל

תראפתה , ל 447; ארונהםששדקתאהרעובשאיפרשב ב, 1904).The anonymous yotzer
for Shabbat Bereshit ותחולשתשישא א) 8068), which was used in some Ashke-
nazi rites, reflects this same cultural heritage. Based on this representation,
it is evident that the editor of this collection did not prioritize eleventh- and
twelfth-century Ashkenazi poetry. By contrast, he clearly favored poetic pro-
duction fromNorthern France, as evidenced by the thirteen poems in the qun-
tras ha-piyyutim by known authors from that region: five by Rabbenu Tam,25
four by Yosefya ha-Ger,26 two by Solomon ben Avun,27 one by Benjamin ben
Samuel,28 and one by Isaac ben Samuel.29 Moreover, the two anonymous Ara-

24 םירשימךובהאךיבהוא , without its geulla, is neither listed on folio 29v nor is it numbered
in this collection. Obviously, the scribe realized his mistake at some point. Similarly, the
other yotzer compositions for Passover manuscript are also transmit without geullot.

25 The oeuvre of piyyutim by Rabbenu Tam is edited in IsaacMeiseles, Shirat RabbeinuTam:
The Poems of Rabbi Jacob ben Rabbi Meir (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Isaac Meiseles, 2012). Also
see Kanarfogel, Intellectual History, 393–397.

26 On this twelfth-century French author, see Leopold Zunz, Literaturgeschichte der syna-
gogalen Poesie (Berlin: Louis Gerschel, 1865), 469. Little is known about this poet, who
composed at least six or seven piyyutim, four of which appear in this collection. With
respect to genre, it is remarkable that the very genre that was imported from Sefarad—
the reshut for Nishmat ( תרדאהןפגתרדאנהלאןימי )—is not present in in the quntras
ha-piyyutim studied here; rather, it transmits one piyyut for Barkhu, two for Sim Shalom,
one for the groom on his descent after reading from the Torah, all written for Shabbat
Ḥatan, an occasion of particular importance in themedieval Northern French andAshke-
nazi liturgies. Even though their language is taken almost exclusively from biblical verses,
these poems show no clear signs of Sefardi influence. They allow for community partici-
pation with short refrains, their stanzas are brief and easily understood, and their many
variants in manuscripts indicates that they were treated akin to popular literature. The
versions of the four poems included in this collection are also transmitted in numerous
other manuscripts. They seem to have been counted among the standards for Shabbat
Ḥatan (which is not demarcated as separate liturgical section in Kues 313) in Northern
France and western Ashkenaz. יחונמתיבבויחישמרשיחונלחרפי י) 3437), also contained
in Kues 313, was published by Abraham Meir Habermann, “Arbaʿa piyyutim al Shalom,”
Mahanayim 121 (1969): 90–95.

27 One of them has been attributed to both Solomon ben Avun and Solomon ibn Gabirol
( ינומאללהמםעונלאלוריש ש, 1057). In Kues 313, it is located between piyyutim by Ibn Ga-
birol and Solomon ben Avun, respectively. Like Zunz and Horowitz, Brody attributed this
piyyut to the Northern French author in his edition; see Brody, Quntras ha-piyyutim, 65.

28 On this poet, see Ezra Fleischer, “Azharot by R. Binyamin (ben Shmuʾel) Payṭan” (Hebrew),
Qoveẓ ʿal Yad, n.s. 11 (1985): 3–75. He may have been the brother of Joseph ben Samuel Tov
Elem, author of numerous piyyutim that are included in the French rite.

29 On Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre’s poetry, see Kanarfogel, Intellectual History, 405–407.
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maic reshuyot (for maftir ךימלעלםייקאוהןימדקלמדאהלא and for the Targum
of the Decalogue ןווכלמוןווברברארבדהירמימלותיצא ) stem from that same cul-
tural realm. The French opening words of the wedding song ויתודתיוירטנירתימ

וביטה reveal its geographic origin, raising the tally of Northern French piyyutim
to sixteen. A number of these Northern French piyyutim show unambiguous
Sefardi influence, including the use of genres that were uncommon in Minhag
Tzarfat and Ashkenaz prior to the import of Sefardi piyyutim—such as piyyu-
tim for Sim Shalom, reshuyot for Qaddish, Nishmat, and Barkhu—as well as
formal elements such as quantitative meter and ḥaruz mavriaḥ (a rhyme form
that was unknown to classical and early Ashkenazi poets).
Three piyyutim in this collection provide no indication of their origins:

two geullot have name acrostics that do not clearly identify their authors
( ירישידידילהרישא by Abraham, דרופמוזםעדרידורי by Yehosef), and an anony-
mous reshut for Nishmat ( רופסאוםיכשאךדסחלא , א 3672).30 All three include
elements that have been associated with Sefardi poetry; however, since they
were adopted by later Northern French and Ashkenazi authors, these piyyutim
might have been written by authors from either Sefarad or Northern France.
Beyond its numerical representation, the ordering of this quntras ha-piyyu-

tim bespeaks this editor’s fascination with Sefardi piyyutim: approximately the
first half of this collection is comprised of Sefardi piyyutim, with the exception
of one Northern French piyyut and two poems whose origins remain undeter-
mined.The initial thirty-four poems are Sefardi but for the eighth piyyut, which
is a geulla of unknown origins (signed “Abraham”) that shows many Sefardi
features; the twelfth, which is רופסאוםיכשאךדסחלא א) 3672), a reshut for Nish-
mat of unknown origin that unmistakably reflects Sefardi aesthetics, despite
its transmission in the quntras ha-piyyutim of the Londonmanuscript of Maḥ-
zor Vitry; and, the fifteenth piyyut, authored by Rabbenu Tam. Only with the
thirty-fifth piyyut, by Yosefya ha-Ger, does the character of this collection take
a French turn. This quntras ha-piyyutim concludes with four Aramaic reshuyot
that were composed in a Northern French cultural milieu.31
The Ashkenazi and Sefardi rites differ not only in their selection of piyyutim

tobe recited but also in the liturgical positions that are augmentedbypiyyutim.
The close link between a liturgical moment and its poetic embellishment fos-
tered the development of distinct poetic genres for various liturgical positions.
Ashkenazim and Sefardim also attached piyyutim to differing phrases in the

30 Published by Brody, Quntras ha-piyyutim, 62.
31 Other collections of piyyutim in Ashkenazi manuscripts are roughly ordered according

to piyyutic genre, thereby helping the ḥazan to locate the piyyut suited for the liturgical
occasion that he sought to embellish.
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benedictions that frame the Shema Israel.Thesepreferences led to thedevelop-
ment of culturally distinct poetic genres; for example, Sefardi poets innovated
poetic genres to introduce a number of prayers from the regular liturgy—such
asNishmat, Barkhu, andQaddish—as reflected in the genres transmitted in the
quntras ha-piyyutim in Kues 313.
As works that were copied for a specific Sitz im Leben, liturgical manuscripts

were designed for use by the ḥazan during prayer services, whose statutory
liturgywould be adornedwith piyyutim.Generally, suchmanuscripts are struc-
tured by holiday liturgies: on these days, the ḥazan would recite piyyutim
according to their position in that volume. On days which lacked assigned
poetry, the ḥazan could select a piyyut from the quntras ha-piyyutim for each
liturgical moment or phrase that he—or the rabbi(s) of the community—
wished to beautify. On holidays, complex poetic compositions would elaborate
the Shema Israel and the Amidah (yotzer and qedushta, respectively); whereas
on Sabbaths, piyyutim were limited to specific phrases in the benedictions
that frame the Shema Israel and—first in the Sefardi tradition—to introduc-
tions (reshuyot) for other liturgical moments. In Ashkenaz, the most popular
genres of single piyyutim for special Sabbaths, namely those connected to life-
cycle events and to special parashot, were: ofanim before שדקהתויחוםינפואהו

in the first blessing that precedes the Shema Israel and zulatot after םיהלאןיא

ךיתלוז in the blessing that immediately follows the Shema Israel.32 In addition
to these liturgical positions, in Sefarad the Shema Israel was further amplified
by meorot that praise God as “Creator of the great lights” in the first benedic-
tion, ahavot to amplify the second benediction by describing Israel’s great love
for God, and geullot that expand on the divine promise of salvation in the sub-
sequent benediction. In Ashkenaz, reshuyot were traditionally recited for the
special Torah portions that were read on holidays; poetic imports from Sefarad
included reshuyot for other liturgical positions (e.g., Nishmat, Barkhu, andQad-
dish).33
A quantitative analysis of the quntras ha-piyyutim of Kues 313 by genre34

allows for a reconstruction of the liturgical moments that were highlighted via
the recitation of piyyutim, at least in the community for which thismanuscript

32 On the use of zulatot in Ashkenaz, see Hollender, “Single Zulatot in Ashkenaz,” in Studies
inMedieval Hebrew Poetry: AMessage Upon the Garden, ed. Alessandro Guetta andMasha
Itzhaki (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 99–115.

33 Ezra Fleischer, Hebrew Liturgical Poetry in the Middle Ages (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Keter,
1975; repr., Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2007), 400.

34 This quntras ha-piyyutim transmits: four ahavot (all from Sefarad); six geullot (four from
Sefarad, two of unknown origin), three meorot (all from Sefarad), nine piyyutim for
Nishmat (mainly reshuyot, eight from Sefarad, one of unknown origin); three reshuyot
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waswritten.Ofanim appearmost frequently,with a total of fourteenpoems: ten
composed in Sefarad, two in Northern France, and two by the same Ashkenazi
author. This distribution is particularly interesting since, as a genre that had
traditionally been known, composed, and recited in Ashkenaz,35 there was no
apparent need to import Sefardi texts for this liturgical position. Nonetheless,
over two-thirds of the ofanim in this quntras ha-piyyutim are Sefardi; thus, if a
ḥazanwho relied on this manuscript had selected an ofan randomly, he would
have been far more likely to choose a Sefardi composition than a Northern
French or Ashkenazi one. This visible presence of Sefardi ofanim is reinforced
by the ordering of this collection, where Sefardi ofanim are copied in a continu-
ous block (positions 17–25).36 The high proportion of Sefardi works among the
ofanim in Kues 313 is remarkable and speaks to the embrace of Sefardi compo-
sitions within the community that used this manuscript.
This Sefardi influence is further evidenced by the structure of the North-

ern French ofanim in this collection: ץראדוסיץרעדיחי י) 2600) by Jacob ben
Meir (Rabbenu Tam) and ודובכוודוהםוי י) 1665), which is usually attributed
to him as well.37 These ofanim both employ quantitative meter, although sev-
eral lines in ץרעדיחי show metrical inaccuracies.38 Quantitative meter was
gradually introduced in Northern French and Ashkenazi poetry during the
twelfth century and it was employed by a growing number of poets from those
regions in the thirteenth century, though without gaining enough momentum

for Qaddish (all fromSefarad); and, four reshuyot for Barkhu (one fromSefarad, three from
Northern France). Unlike many Ashkenazi quntrase ha-piyyutim, Kues 313 transmits only
one zulat: שאביבלופסיינוגייעדוי י) 1569) by JudahHalevi. The organization of this quntras
according to genres and its focus on reshuyot and piyyutim for those parts of the yotzer
composition that did not originate in Ashkenaz parallels the structure of similar collec-
tions in Ashkenazi manuscripts.

35 On Ashkenazi ofanim, see Hollender, “Italian and Ashkenazi Ofanim: Forms and Con-
tent Models,” Frankfurter Judaistische Beiträge 39 (2014): 53–68; Hollender, “Communio
Liturgica: Die Schau der himmlischen Anbetung in hebräischer liturgischer Poesie des
Mittelalters,” Comparatio 7.1 (2015): 23–37, and the bibliography mentioned therein.

36 The compiler of the quntras ha-piyyutim—or those whom he copied—appropriated cer-
tain piyyutim for genres other than the ones forwhich theywere originally intended.Thus,
the reshut for Maʿariv, הלודגוהכולמךלידשהתאי י) 74) by Judah Halevi and the reshut for
Barkhu, םלוכלדחאבאםלומלהמדאינבוםליחוםימש , ש) 1594) by Abraham ibn Ezra are
addressed as ofanim in Kues 313.

37 Samuel David Luzzatto “Haʿataqot Yeqarot shel Sh”uT ve-shirim mi-qovtze kitve yad ʿim
heʿerot muskalot,”Kerem Ḥemed 7 (1833): 80–81, doubts its ascription to Rabbenu Tam.

38 Northern French and Ashkenazi authors found ha-marnin more difficult to use in their
compositions than the first quantitative meter employed in Ashkenaz,mishqal ha-tenuʿot
(which is used in ודוהםוי ). However, Rabbenu Tam may have taken liberties with the
meter, as Andalusian poets did occasionally.
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to become as pervasive as it was in Sefarad. Rabbenu Tam experimented with
the potential of quantitative meter, for the majority of his poems incorpo-
rate this feature in somemanner. He was certainly familiar with Sefardi poetry
and Sefardi poets and, at one point, he corresponded with Abraham ibn Ezra,
including an exchange of poems. The facility demonstrated by Rabbenu Tam’s
responses, following the meter chosen by Ibn Ezra, compelled the Sefardi poet
to admit that—contrary to his preconceptions—some poets beyond the bor-
ders of Sefarad could write adeptly in quantitative meter.39 The two ofanim by
Rabbenu Tam in Kues 313, which are each comprised of stanzas with a short
refrain that is based on a biblical verse, also share certain salient character-
istics: their lines are longer than those which typify Ashkenazi ofanim; they
use inner rhyme and employ a rhyme scheme similar to girdle poems, where
the final line of each stanza rhymes with the refrain, rather than the rest of
the stanza. Variants on the Sefardi girdle poem (as well as other poetic forms)
had been accepted for Ashkenazi and Northern French ofanim by the early
twelfth century.40 All Sefardi ofanim in the quntras ha-piyyutim in Kues 313

39 On his use of quantitative meter, see the list of meters in Meiseles, Shirat Rabbeinu Tam,
185, whose edition includes a number of piyyutim whose attributions are questionable.
Since its first publication by Samuel David Luzzatto in Kerem Ḥemed 7 (1843): 19–53, the
exchange between Rabbenu Tam and Abraham ibn Ezra has often been cited as proof of
the alleged superiority of Sefardi poetry; see for example Uriel Simon, “Transplanting the
Wisdomof Spain toChristianLands:TheFailedEfforts of Abraham IbnEzra,” Jahrbuchdes
Simon-Dubnow-Instituts/Simon Dubnow Institute Yearbook 8 (2009): 185–188, who tries to
prove thatRabbenuTamconceded the superiority of his Sefardi counterpart. A close study
of these texts (edited again byMeiseles, Shirat RabbeinuTam, 140–144) demonstrates that
Rabbenu Tam’s deference to the mastery of Ibn Ezra is ironic, particularly given that he
raised the technical stakes in his answer by adding a complicated rhyme scheme that Ibn
Ezra then had to incorporate in his response. I thank Professor Avraham (Rami) Reiner
(Ben Gurion University, Beer Sheva) for discussing Rabbenu Tam and his attitude toward
Rabbeinu Tam’s correspondence with Ibn Ezra with me.

40 Both of the ofanim by Benjamin ben Zeraḥ in this collection employ the double rhyme
scheme inspired by the girdle poem. On Ashkenazi ofanim and the forms employed, see
Ezra Fleischer, The Yotzer: Its Emergence and Development (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Magnes
Press, 1984), 667–672. Ofanim written in Ashkenaz and Northern France in a form that
was inspired by girdle poems include: ריבעהרשאריבגהריבא א) 250) for the Sabbath
and Rosh Ḥodesh by Abraham; הארייאורבהמיאירוזא א) 2200) for Shabbat Brit Milah
by Eliezer ben Nathan, edited by Fleischer (Yotzer, 668–670); ותשודקותמויא א) 2711) for
Shavuʿot by Ephraim ben Jacob of Bonn, edited inHabermann, “Liturgical Poetry of Rabbi
Ephraim bar Jacob of Bonn,” 232–233; ויתבתורכתירב ב) 1716) for Shabbat Brit Milah by
Baruch ben Samuel, edited in Habermann, “Liturgical Poetry of R. Baruch bar Samuel of
Mainz” (Hebrew), Studies of the Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry in Jerusalem 6 (1945):
79–82; הלעמרוצהלגנםוי י) 1849) for Shavuʿot by Rabbenu Tam, edited in Jonah Fraenkel,
Maḥzor Shavuʿot: lefi minhage bene Ashkenaz le-khol ʿanfehem (Jerusalem: Koren, 2000),
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are either girdle poems or works with a double rhyme scheme that resemble
girdle poems.41
Due to their formal similarities, the ofanim in this quntras ha-piyyutimmay

have been sung to the samemelody,with a second voice singing the “girdle line”
at the end of each stanza. This commonality offers a strong argument for the
embrace of intertwined Sefardi and Ashkenazi aesthetic features in the com-
munity that used Kues 313. Most rubrics in this manuscript do not indicate
when these piyyutim were recited.42 Given the unusual sparseness of ofanim
in this manuscript’s standard liturgies, which typically embellish the Shema
Israel and its benedictions with a yotzer and zulat but without an ofan,43 it is
quite likely that the ḥazanwould have drawn from the ofanim from this quntras
ha-piyyutim on the holidays and Sabbaths that he wished to highlight poeti-
cally.44 Surely this collection would also have served as the locus for piyyutim
that were difficult to situate in the design of this manuscript, like םיבבוחולצלצי

םיליגוהחמשלוק י) 3538) by Isaac ben Samuel which, according to the French
rite, is recited on all three pilgrimage festivals after “As it is written in your
Torah: three times a year.”45 This piyyut is influenced by Sefardi poetic tradi-

160–162; וליחדובכמולודגרקי י) 3630, there as וליחברוולדגרקי ) by Judah ben Qalonymos;
םיקרזמכוכפתשיםיקרבכוצצורי י) 3853) for the intermediate Sabbath of Sukkot, signed by

Isaac, edited in Daniel Goldschmidt and Jonah Fraenkel, Maḥzor Sukkot, Shemini ʿAtseret
ve-Simḥat Torah: lefi minhage bene Ashkenaz le-khol ʿanfehem (Jerusalem: Koren, 1981),
258–259; דחוימםשתשודק ק) 39) for Shabbat Ḥatan byQalonymos ben Judah; םכבבלואש
ש) 31) by Isaac b.Moses; and, החבשמהחנמואש ש) 33) for Shabbat Neḥamu byMenahem
ben Makhir.

41 These had been the preferred forms for Sefardi ofanim since the time of Solomon ibn
Gabirol; see Fleischer, Yotzer, 522. The collection in Kues 313 does not transmit ofanim
by Joseph ibn Abitur or Isaac ibn Ghayyat, who employed other forms. On Ibn Ghayyat’s
ofanim, see Iris Blum, “Piyyute haOfan, haAhava vehaMeora beMoreshet shel Rabbi
Yitzḥak ibn Ghayyat” (PhD diss., Bar Ilan University, 2012).

42 With the exception of ןתחל for the anonymous ךתמרךתמוקתאזרמאיןחןחםיבהאתלכל
רמתל and ךתיבוםולשהתאךאבצרשרשבהי י) 806) by Yosefya ha-Ger, and לכלהזטויפ

םילגרשלש for םיליגוהחמשלוקםיבבוחולצלצי י) 3538) by Isaac ben Samuel, the rubrics
for each composition in quntras ha-piyyutim reliably indicate genre, though occasionally
the author is also mentioned.

43 The exceptions to this rule are the near-complete yotzer compositions for Passover by
Solomon ha-Bavli and Simon b. Isaac, respectively, and the complete yotzer composition
for Shavuʿot by Simon ben Isaac. (The ofan of the yotzer composition for the Second Day
of Passover by Meshullam ben Qalonymos, folio 60v has been omitted.)

44 This would explain the inclusion of two ofanim by Judah Halevi that were originally
intended for Sukkot plus an ofan by Rabbenu Tam that is obviously intended for the (sec-
ond?) Sabbath of Hanukkah.

45 Jonah Fraenkel, Maḥzor Pesaḥ: lefi minhage bene Ashkenaz le-khol ʿanfehem (Jerusalem:
Koren, 1993), 243–244. The quntras ha-piyyutim also includes a several piyyutim that had
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tions, as demonstrated by its use of ḥaruz mavriaḥ (the closing lines of the
stanzas share a rhymewith the refrain), clearly influenced by girdle poems. The
Sefardi and Sefardi-style presence in liturgical performance should therefore
be considered—in contrast to the impression informed by the regular liturgies
in this manuscript46—an aspect of many holidays, which is to say, a liturgical
element that the community using Kues 313 anticipated would be combined
with their otherwise traditional Northern French liturgical poetry.
The performance of a ḥazan who was leading prayer from this manuscript,

probably accompanied by a choir, would have been a hybrid mélange of tradi-
tional Northern French melodies and rhythms, as well as the sounds of Sefardi
and Sefardi-style piyyutim, with their distinctive stanza forms and meter.47
Melodies, rhythm, and other aspects of performance were also influential fac-
tors in both the transmission and the introduction of variants into piyyutim.
The community that used Kues 313 was partial to structures that incorporated
the participation of a second voice—whether an individual, a choir, or a com-
munal response—as indicated by their preference for piyyutim that included
stanzas with two rhymes, as in girdle poems. They did not hesitate to trans-
mit Sefardi piyyutim with variants that altered a poem’s original structure to
fit their taste. For example, ירצהדעלגבןיאה , which is ascribed to Judah Halevi
and positioned as a reshut for Nishmat in Kues 313, is transmitted in the Cairo
Genizah as an anonymously authored secular girdle poem, with an Arabic
kharja.48 InKues 313, only the first three of its five stanzas are transmitted,with-
out the kharja. Whereas truncated versions of piyyutim also appear in other
manuscripts, they are exceptional in theNorthernFrenchandAshkenazic litur-
gical traditions. In this case, however, this modificationmade the transfer from
the secular to the liturgical sphere feasible: while longing for a (male) loverwho

a fixed place in the liturgy, such as the anonymous reshut for the Targum of the Decalogue
ןווכלמוןווברברארבדהירמימלותיצא א) 7278), Fraenkel,Maḥzor Shavuʿot, 404–407.

46 Two well-known Sefardi piyyutim—themeora םיתיזינש by Solomon ibn Gabirol and the
mi kamokha לדחילבךדסחןודא א) 536) by Judah Halevi—are transmitted in the liturgy
for Shabbat Zakhor under the rubric בותכליתחכשםנמואהשדחהרישל׳מואשךומכימוהזו

תלוזהרחאותוא (fol. 11v). The regular liturgy in thismanuscript does not include any other
piyyutim formi kamokha.

47 The compilers of Ashkenazi and Northern French liturgical manuscripts were aware of
this distinction, as demonstrated by the use of rubric ידרפסןוגנב which introduces the
qina יברקבדקותשא in Arras, BibliotequeMunicipaleMs 560 andOxford Bodlean Library
CanOr 139 (Neubauer 1027). On rubrics relating to Sefardi payyetanim, see alsoHollender,
“Attraction and Attribution: Framings of Sephardi Identity in Ashkenazic Prayer Books,”
in Regional Identities and Cultures of Medieval Jews, ed. Javier Castaño, Talya Fishman, and
Ephraim Kanarfogel (London: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2018), 221–239.

48 Ḥayyim Schirmann, New Hebrew Poems from the Genizah (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Israel
Academy of Sciences andHumanities, 1965), 347. Edited fromT-S K 14.4 andT-S NS 108.114.
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is vividly described with images from Song of Songs could be interpreted as a
metaphor for God, for whom the soul yearns, in the original poem, the third
stanza serves as transition which introduces the notion that love for any but
one’s beloved is false and addresses the changes that occur over time. The ver-
sion of this third stanza in Kues 313 introduces numerous variants, more than
the first two stanzas, which remain consistent in their praise of the lover. The
fifth stanza of themuwashshaḥa introduces a beautiful girl crying over her lost
love, reciting the kharja that asks why her lover broke his promise even as she
keeps hers. Since this stanza and the kharja cannot be read as a reference to
the love between Israel and God, they had to be deleted if this poemwere to be
adopted for a liturgical role.49
In addition to the poem’s abbreviation and reinterpretation as piyyut, its

three remaining stanzaswere adapted for local performanceby inserting adou-
ble repetition of the last word of its third and final lines, and ending the stanza
with a repetition of the closing stich of the final line. This generates a com-
pletely different structure, this side-by-side presentation of the second stanza
shows:50

As published by Schirmann In Kues 313, fol. 32r–v

ותואר51דעןחיבצתארקלהקקותשמדאמישפנ

ותאצבשמשרואכוינפהקשחוברשאתאיכ

ותפשתאהצמאווהיפוהקשאינינתיימ

לעןחיבצתארקלהקקותשמדאמישפנ

שמשינפוינפותיארהקשחוברשאתאיכ

תאהצמאוותאצבוהקשאיננתיימ

ותפש

הפ״שהפ״ש

שבדוףוצכהמענהקותמהפש

המודאינשטוחכהקד

שבדוףוצכהמיענהרורב

המודאינשטוחכהבר

המ״ודאהמ״ודא

המודאינשהטוחכהבר

49 A similar abbreviation can be found in another Northern French liturgical manuscript
regarding JudahHalevi’s ןומראתיבצהרפעתא א) 8577),whichhas six stanzas in the dīwān,
only three of which are transmitted in that Maḥzor Vitry manuscript (Oxford Bodlean
Library Opp. 59 [Neubauer 1100], fol. 104v). In that case, however, the abbreviated version
reads like a love song and ismissing the last stanza that transforms it into a religious poem.

50 In addition to structural changes, textual variants are also present. In particular, the third
stanza in Kues 313 is not based on the text transmitted in the Cairo Genizah.

51 T-S K 16.4 reads, like Kues 313, לע .
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Although the insertions differ in each stanza, they are brief enough to have
been repeated by the congregation, providing brief opportunities for participa-
tion. One could readily imagine a performance where one voice would sing the
first three lines, a second voice would sing the repeated words, the first voice
would continue with the next two lines, with the second voice again echoing
the final word, and the closing line of the stanza would be sung in unison.52
Similar rhythmic repetitions were inserted into ךדסחבורבהי , an unpublished
reshut for the Qaddish53 and the ofan לילפןיבמרוקחי by Judah Halevi.54 This
evidence further affirms that the community that used Kues 313 was partial to
the melodies and rhythms that supported these variants.55
This example demonstrates that the “aggressive intervention” into tradi-

tional texts that Israel Ta-Shma identified in Ashkenazi and Northern French
textual tradition56 was not deterred by poetic texts that might otherwise have
been protected by their structures. In this case, alternate structureswere super-
imposed for the sake of an aesthetically preferable performance. These per-
formative and structural adaptations of imported texts would have facilitated
their integration in the Northern French environment by disguising their unfa-
miliar source.
Even if we do not take into account texts that had been modified from

their original form, the editor of the Kues 313 quntras ha-piyyutim would still
have providedmaterial for hybrid performances where poetry from the North-
ern French tradition and those that were Sefardi in style were combined. For
instance, one pair of piyyutim in the collection gives the impression that the
editor selected inconspicuous texts from the two traditions that would harmo-
nize with each other, namely the two poems that are related to weddings: תלכל

םיבהא written most probably in Sefarad, and ירטנירתימ , which follows a North-

52 Discussions regarding the permissibility of polyphonic music in synagogues begin much
later, when Judah Leone Modena defended the compositions of Salomone de Rossi. By
contrast, the use of antiphonal voices in liturgical music does not seem to have prompted
halakic discussions.

53 This piyyut is also attested in the Cairo Geniza, T-S Add. Series 128/257. I thank Dr. Sarah
Cohen of the Geniza Research Institute for Hebrew Poetry of the Israel Academy of Sci-
ences and Humanities for identifying this parallel transmission.

54 This piyyut was published from the London manuscript of Maḥzor Vitry, which seems to
preserve its original structure, in Brody, Quntras ha-piyyutim, 7–8.

55 The marks that were placed above two words in each stanza of הכולמךלידשהתאי י)
74)—a reshut for Maʿariv by Judah Halevi, which appears as an ofan in Kues 313 (fols. 33v–
34r)—may have served this same purpose.

56 Israel M. Ta-Shma, “The ‘Open’ Book in Medieval Hebrew Literature: The Problem of
Authorized Editions,” Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 75.3
(1993): 17–24.
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ern French pattern.57 Le-Kallat Ahavim is—at least in this context—a typical
Sefardi poem for the groom that praises the beauty of bride and groom using
language drawn from Song of Songs.58 This poem’s transmission in a Northern
French liturgy becomes feasible since it thematically returns to the religious
sphere by shifting from a love song to an expression of love for God (“The Eter-
nal, rider of cherubs”), who comforts his people with assurance of salvation
from exile (“Arise and shine forth, your darkness has ended”). Similar songs
from Sefarad and Provence were used liturgically by Jewish communities in
various locales, among them even the Romaniote communities of late Byzan-
tium.59 The rubrics offer no indication of its liturgical role and Sitz im Leben,
nor can these easily be deduced from the texts themselves; theymay have been
associatedwith various events during thewedding.At the very least, their trans-
mission in liturgical manuscripts outside of Sefarad points to paraliturgical
contexts that underscored these compositions’ religious motifs.
The inclusion of ירטנירתימ in a liturgical collection is unusual, for it is an epi-

thalamium that would be sung to a newly wedded couple before they retired to
the bridal chamber. This poem shows unequivocal signs of its Northern French
origins. Its two opening words are probably French, and the remainder is in
Hebrew, largely a pastiche of biblical phrases withminor variants. This compo-
sition closely resembles threeother poemswritten for similar purposes: the two
known bilingual Hebrew-French wedding poems60 and the Hebrew Piyyut for

57 See the edition below.
58 For a collection of Sefardi wedding songs, see Aurora Salvatierra Ossorio, Cantos de boda

hispanohebreos: Antología (Córdoba: Ediciones El Almendro, 1998), and its references to
Hebrew publications.

59 See, for example, theweddingpoems inMs.MoscowGuenzburg 746,where a groupof four
Hebrew poems that resemble םיבהאתלכל in Kues 313 appear under the rubric ןתחלרמז :
the anonymous ןמזהינבלוילהא (The tents and bricks of time); םידודוםיבוהאןוליגיליג ג)
140,May lovers and sweethearts rejoicewith abandon), ascribed toGershom, father of the
well-knownmedieval philosopher Levi ben Gershom; תולגדבכהמוימיתדיחיאניחש (Tell
me, my love, to whom and how heavy is exile) by Samuel; and, םיבהאתלעיהקשוחהבוהא
א) 1381, Coveted love, hindof loves), ascribed toAbraham ibnEzra.On thismanuscript and
the Judaeo-Greek wedding songs that appear with the Hebrew poems, see Elisabeth Hol-
lender and Jannis Niehoff-Panagiotidis, “Judeo-GreekWedding Poems from the Fifteenth
Century,”Byzantinische Zeitschrift 109.2 (2016), 703–738.

60 El givʾat ha-levonahnotre ḥatan eit arriveiz and ʾUri liqraʾti yafah, gentis kallah einoreieh, see
David SimonBlondheim, Poèmes judéo-françaisesdumoyenâge (Paris:HonoréChampion,
1927), 36–47; Samuel Rosenberg, “TheMedievalHebrew-FrenchWedding Song,” Shofar 11.1
(1992): 22–37; Kirsten A. Fudeman, Vernacular Voices: Language and Identity in Medieval
French JewishCommunities (Philadelphia:University of PennsylvaniaPress, 2010), 124–150,
159–173; AlexandraEdzard, “A Judeo-FrenchWedding Song from theMid-13thCentury: Lit-
eraryContacts between Jews andChristians,” Journal of JewishLanguages 2.1 (2014): 78–98.
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the BridegroomWhenHe Lies with the Bride.61 Yet, when comparedwith the sex-
ual explicitness conveyed in the bilingual poems, the Hebrew song in Kues 313
almost reads as delicate in its choice of imagery. An erotic subtext is clearly evi-
dent, as derived from a figurative reading of the plain lexical sense, and the vio-
lent setting for the verses quoted in the first and the last stanzas persists,62 but
the restrained depiction of doors to be breeched and a city conquered inhibits
the use of less subtle language. While the selected Sefardi wedding poem con-
veys a religious component, the second stanza of theNorthern Frenchwedding
song includes elements of love poetry that are absent from bilingual French
Jewish poetry.
The majority presence of Sefardi poetry in the quntras ha-piyyutim in Kues

313 offers one example amongmany of cultural contact amongmedieval Euro-
pean Jewish communities. The multifaceted process of importing cultural ob-
jects, adapting them for usewithin a group’s own cultural portfolio, andmixing
them freely into established rites and rituals was an inherent aspect of the
development of Jewish cultural development in medieval Europe. Even in the
realm of liturgy, which is deemed among the most conservative, the constant
changes induced by the incorporation of texts from other communities attests
to the permeability of medieval Jewish cultural portfolios.

61 First edited by Moritz Chamizer, Kalendar auf 1908/1909 mit einem Anhang (Leipzig:
W. Drugulin, 1908), 61, and reprinted in Blondheim, Poèmes judéo-françaises, 43.

62 On the romanticization of sexual violence in medieval Hebrew wedding songs from
Northern France, see Fudeman, Vernacular Voices, 143–144, and literature quoted therein.
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Appendix

Bernkastel-Kues—St. Nicholas Hospital Cod. Hebr. 313, fol. 38r–v
This poem, which uses ḥaruz mavriaḥ, has a refrain and three stanzas. The
author’s name, Levi, is signed in the initial letter of the refrain and the first
two stanzas; the last stanza has an acrostic that spells קזח . The second stanza
seems to be transmitted with faulty variants since its third line does not rhyme
with the previous two.

ןתחל

רמַאֹיןחֵןחֵםיבִהָאֲתלָּכַּלְ

רמָתָלְהתָמְדָּךְתֵמָוֹקתאֹז

וֹיוְיזִלְרהַֹזכְּהרָוֹשׂבְּהנָוֹעוְ

וֹיפוֹילְהנָוֹדאֲהּתָוֹיהֱויאָתְתִּ

וֹירְפִּםיעִנָוְבוֹטּ־המַרמֶאֹתּו5ַ

רמַוֹבּןיאֵרשֶׁאֲםיפִוּצתפֶנֹכְּ

םיתשןוֹשׁיאִכְּינִתַחֲהאֶרְיִ

םיתדוֹבּכְרִבְּוֹחלְצָבְּ

ןיָעְמַלוּענָןגַּביבִסָ

רמָחֵתֹראֱבֶּתֹראֱבֶּרזָלְו10ּ

םיבִוּרכְּבשֵֹׁיםימִלָוֹעיחַ

םיבִידִנְעזַגֶּתלָכַּלְהרָכְזָ

םיבִרֵעָםיחִוֹכנִםילִלְהַמְלוֹק

רמַגָּךְלָפֵאֲירִוֹאימִוּק

רמָתָלְהתָמְדָּךְתֵמָוֹקתאֹז15

2 רמתלהתמדךתמוקתאז : cf. Cant 7:8. This line is used as the refrain that would likely have been
repeated after each stanza; however, in thismanuscript, it only appears at the beginning and end
of the poem. It defines the ḥaruz mavriaḥ in the closing lines of each stanza. 9 ןיעמלוענןג :
cf. Cant 4:12. 10 רמחתוראבתוראב : cf. Gen 14:10. 11 םיבורכבשוי : cf. Ps 99:1. 14 ירואימוק

רמגךלפא : cf. Isa 60:1
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Bernkastel-Kues—St. Nicholas Hospital Cod. Hebr. 313, fol. 43r
This poem consists of three six-line stanzas; in place of a refrain, the closing
line of each stanza is repeated. The rhyme pattern is aaabba, with a variant in
the third stanza. The initial letters of the stanzas form the name acrostic השמ .

רחא

וּביטִהֵויתָֹדתֵיְוִירטנירתימ

וּבזְעָודָּחְיַלוֹקוּאשְׂנָירִישִׁתאֵןגֵּנַ

וּבּסַנָןתָחָתיבֵּלעַ

תלֶדָּהַרֹבּשְׁלִוּשׁגְּיִּוַ

תלֶכָּשְׂמַהלָּכַּתוָנָעֲו5ְ

ןוּבכָּשְׁיִםרֶטֶרוֹתּסְאֶ

ם״רטרו״רתסא

]ם[ינִּגַּתבֶשֶׁוֹייחִלְבִּהחָרְזָשׁמֶשֶׁ
םינִמֹּרִהָוּצנֵהֵהחָרְפָּןפֶגֶּ

םינִּשַׁוֹשׁויתָוֹתפְשִׂרודי

תוֹלהָאֲוַרוֹמתוֹפטְנ10ֹ

תוֹלעֲמַּלַהשֶׁמֹרשָׁזאָ

םינִּשַֹׁשׁ־לעַרישִׁרוֹמזְמִ

ר״ומזמ

המָחָלְמִּלַברַקְתִיכִּךָתְוֹאיתִּעְבַּשְׁהִ

הּמָוֹלשְׁבִלאַשְׁתִּוְברַקְתִךָבְלִבְּריעִ־לאֶ

ה־מַךָנְעַתַּםוֹלשָׁ־םא15ִ

1 ירטנירתימ , French phrase, Maitre notre (Our Master). [I thank Susan Einbinder for bringing
the French origin of this phrase to my attention.] ‖ ויתָֹדתֵיְ might be an allusion to Isaiah 33:20,
where this term refers to Zion, which is said to have been established for eternity. 1–2 וּביטִיהֵ
ןגֵּנַ : cf. Ps 33:3. 2 ודָּחְיַלוֹקוּאשְׂנָ : cf. Isa 52:8. 3 ובסנןתחתיבלע : cf. Gen 19:4, תיִבַּהַ־לעַוּבּסַנָ ,
the inhabitants of Sodom all ( ןקזדעורענמ ) converge on Lot’s house with the intention of hav-
ing intercourse with his visitors. 4 תלֶדָּהַרֹבּשְׁלִוּשׁגְּיִּוַ : cf. Gen 19:9, in the same scene (see
n. 3), the inhabitants of Sodom attempt to break down the door of Lot’s house. 5 תלכשמ : cf.
Prov 19:14, there used with השא . 6 ןוּבכָּשְׁיִםרֶטֶ : cf. Gen 19:4, cf. above. 7 החָרְזָשׁמֶשֶׁ : cf.
Nah 3:17. 8 םינומרהוצנההחרפןפג : cf. Cant 6:11, 7:13. 9–10 רומתופטנםינשושויתותפש :
cf. Cant 5:13. 10 תולהאורומ : cf. Cant 4:1. 11 השמרשזא : cf. Ex 15:1. 12 רישרומזמ :
cf., e.g., Ps 48:1, Ps 67:1, Ps 68:1, etc. ‖ םינשושלע : cf. Ps 45:1. 13 יתעבשה : cf. several verses
in Cant. 13–14 המולשבלאשתוברקת…ריעלא/המחלמלברקתיכ , cf. Deut 20:10: ברַקְתִ־יכִּ

םוֹלשָׁלְהָילֶאֵתָארָקָוְהָילֶעָםחֵלָּהִלְריעִ־לאֶ . The rest of the third stanza is almost completely drawn
fromDeuteronomy 20,which describes Israel’s responsibilitieswhen conquering the cities of the
Promised Land. 15 ךָנְעַתַּםוֹלשָׁ־םאִ : cf. Deut 20:11.
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הּמָּעִםילִשְׁתַאֹליכִּבוֹטּ

הּתָּדְרִדעַרוֹצמָהנֶבָּתִּוְ

המָלְעַבְּרבֶגֶּךְרֶדֶ

ך״רד

16 הּמָּעִםילִשְׁתַאֹל , cf. Deut 20:12. In the biblical context, the city is the subject that will not
make peace with Israel (addressed in second person: ךמעםילשתאל ); in the poem, the groom,
addressed in the second person, seems to be the subject who should not “make peace,” i.e., end
the “siege” of his bride, before he has taken her. 17 הּתָּדְרִדעַרוֹצמָהנבְתִו : cf. Deut 20:20. 18

המָלְעַבְּרבֶגֶּךְרֶדֶ : cf. Prov 30:19.
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chapter 6

Solomon vs. Solomon: The Fabrication of a
Hebrew-shuʿūbite Polemic

Uriah Kfir

This paper addresses a set of images in a poemby Solomon ibnGabirol, though
less for the sake of this imagery itself than to use it as a conceptual key to Ibn
Gabirol’s poetics inparticular and the relationshipbetweenHebrewandArabic
poetries and cultures in general. This paper was written in honor of Professor
Ross Brann, to express my gratitude to a scholar who taught us so much—
besides so many other things—about both Ibn Gabirol and the relationship
between Hebrew and Arabic.

1 Matrix of Similes

The starting point for my inquiry is an important article by Dan Pagis about
similes in medieval Hebrew poetry. Specifically, Pagis deals with a maqāma-
like composition by the thirteenth-century poet Jacob ben Elʿazar, describing
a poetic competition involving short lucid poems with multiple similes—at
times five, six, or even seven—all pertaining to the same referent. Pagis’s anal-
ysis of the poetics of Ben Elʿazar’s similes demonstrates the close dyadic rela-
tionship between Hebrew and Arabic poetries as well, pointing out the great
similarities between the Hebrew work of Ben Elʿazar of Toledo and the sec-
ondmaqāma of al-Ḥarīrī of Basra, themost prestigious Arabicmaqāmāt writer
whose book was translated into Hebrew by Ben Elʿazar’s contemporary and
townsman Judah al-Ḥarīzī.1 As Pagis shows, both Ben Elʿazar and al-Ḥarīrī’s

1 Dan Pagis, “Ṣiburei dimuyim” (Hebrew), in Poetry Aptly Explained: Studies and Essays on
Medieval Hebrew Poetry, ed. Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1993), 109–123. Pagis
points out that the same technique of multiple similes was also used masterfully by the
Andalusi Ibn Ḥazm in his famous Ṭawq al-ḥamāma (The neck-ring of the dove). For the
maqāma-like work of Ben Elʿazar, see The Love Stories of Jacob ben Elʿazar (1170–1233?) (He-
brew), ed. Yonah David (Tel Aviv: Ramot Publishing, 1992–1993), 28–30. For al-Ḥarīzī’s trans-
lation of al-Ḥarīrī’s maqāma see Judah ben Solomon al-Ḥarīzī, Maḥberot Itieʾl, ed. Yitzḥaq
Peretz (Tel Aviv: Maḥbarot le-sifrut, 1951), 9–16.
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compositions share not only the same narrative competitive core and the
same rhetorical technique of multiple similes but also involve poems about
the same unique, somewhat bizarre subject: the beautiful teeth of the young
gazelle.
I would like to add another, relatively early possible intertext to this matrix:

Ibn Gabirol’s poem We-shinei ha-ṣevi (The teeth of the gazelle) whose use of
multiple similes and choice of images shows, likewise, a full implementation
of Arabic poetics. However, I will argue that the poem goes far beyond issues
of poetics and touches on sensitive conflictual themes in Muslim civilization
of the time. Here is the poem, in both the Hebrew source and English transla-
tion:2

,םירִוּרבְּרדַיזֵוּרחֲכַּהמָּהֵוְ/םירִקָוְםייִּחַיבִצְּהַינֵּשִׁוְ
–םירִדָעֲלַםינִינִפְוֹתמָכְחָבְּ/המֶּדַמְהַהמֹלֹשְּׁמִהּמַתְאֶוְ
.םירִקָבְּלַוֹבבָלְתאֶבזַעָוְ/וֹתצָעֲםהֶבָהדָבְאָוּלּאִכְּ

The teeth of the gazelle are cold [drops] and alive
And they are the likeness of bright nacre beads,
And I am surprised at Solomon the wise

Who dares to compare pearls to ewe herds—
As if they made him lose his mind;

As if cattle herds have made his heart dazed.

Obviously, Ibn Gabirol’s poem, unlike al-Ḥarīrī’s and Ben Elʿazar’s, is not a part
of a prose narrative. Likewise, the confrontation in his poem is not with fellow
fictional poets but with the ancient King Solomon, nor is it about piling up as
many similes as possible but rather about using them “correctly.” Nevertheless,
Ibn Gabirol’s poem does share the main common elements of his later peers’
works in that it is a short poem about the beloved gazelle’s teeth with multiple
similes.
Let us first address the similes in the poem that are not so easy to decipher,

by recruiting both al-Ḥarīrī’s andBenElʿazar’s works to assist us. The first simile
appears at the start of the poem: “The teeth of the gazelle are cold and alive.”
Several questions present themselves: How can teeth be cold and alive? What

2 Solomon ibn Gabirol, Solomon ibn Gabirol: Secular Poems (Hebrew), eds. Haim Brody and
Jefim Schirmann (Jerusalem: Schocken Institute, 1974), 132 (no. 205). The translations of the
Hebrewpoems in this article aremine. I have attempted to find the goldenmean between the
literal meaning and a version that is suggestive of the musicality of the original. The transla-
tions of the Arabic texts are (except for one case) by others, as indicated.
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does this mean? And why call it a simile? Some scholars indeed suspected that
this version of the poem as it appears in manuscripts was passed down erro-
neously, and offered to “correct” it with other adjectives that are more “appro-
priate” for teeth such as “sharp,” “bright,” or “clean,” which Ibn Gabirol allegedly
used in the original.3 In my opinion, however, these “corrections” are not only
highly invasive but also unnecessary; clearly “cold” and “alive” are unbecoming
to teeth, but theydo traditionally describewater, for instance as inGenesis 26:19
and Proverbs 25:25. In our case, they can easily refer to cold and alive drops of
dew, pellets of hail, icy frost, or snowflakes—all of which are traditional simi-
les for teeth and on both al-Ḥarīrī’s and Ben Elʿazar’s lists of dentalmetaphors.4
According to this reading, IbnGabirol uses the technique of kinuyyim common
in liturgical poetry of alluding to a referent solely by its adjectives.
The next similes, nacre beads and pearls, are evenmore common traditional

symbols of teeth, again used by both theArabicmaqāmawriter andhisHebrew
successor. And if the word beqarim in the last line is understood as meaning
“bright mornings”—as it was by the twelfth-century Solomon ibn Parḥon (see
below), or as in Ben Elʿazar’s list of metaphors that includes the comparison of
bright teeth to the dawn—thenwe can add yet onemore simile to thismatrix.5

2 Beauty and the Beast

As shown, IbnGabirol’s poemhas features and techniques in commonwith the
works of his later Arabic and Hebrew peers. Nevertheless, he goes well beyond
them, since he does not stop with objects that can be compared to teeth (hail,
pearls, etc.) butmoves to objects that in his eyesmustnot be compared to them:
“And I am surprised at Solomon the wise, who dares to compare pearls to ewe
herds.” This line clearly alludes to the famous verses of the Song of Songs, which
is traditionally attributed to King Solomon (Song 4:1–2):6

3 See The Poetry of Solomon ben Judah ibn Gabirol (Hebrew), eds. Ḥayyim Nahman Bialik and
Yehoshua Hana Rawnitzki, 5 vols. (Berlin: Dvir, 1924–1932), 1:165 (no. 98) and their annota-
tions at 2:128; and The Secular Poetry of Rabbi Solomon ibn Gabirol (Hebrew), ed. Dov Jarden,
2 vols. (Jerusalem: n.p., 1975), 1:372 (no. 221).

4 Note that scholars’ “corrections” of “sharp,” “bright,” or “clean”—all of which are Hebrew
words that are syntactically masculine—are still problematic when associated with the fem-
inine teeth. “Water,” on the other hand, solves this grammatical quandary and makes their
“corrections” again redundant.

5 Ben Elʿazar, Love Stories, 29, line 30.
6 The translation of the biblical verses in this article are taken from the Jewish Publication Soci-

ety’s 1917 edition of The Holy Scriptures.
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Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thine eyes are as doves
behind thy veil; thy hair is as a flock of goats, that trail down frommount
Gilead. Thy teeth are like a flock of ewes all shaped alike, which are come
up from the washing; whereof all are paired, and none faileth among
them.

The biblical poet describes the beauty of his beloved using pastoral images
from shepherds’ daily life in ancient Palestine; namely, serene doves, wan-
dering goats, and watered ewes. Ibn Gabirol’s attention is drawn specifically
to the strange latter comparison between teeth and ewes. What made the
biblical author link the two? Bible exegetes and Hebrew grammarians have
addressed this quandary. As in every simile analysis, the challenge was to
find the feature common to the simile and its referent: what relates a herd of
sheep climbing from a desert spring to the beloved’s teeth? There are as many
answers as there are rabbis who have addressed this issue. The famous Ashke-
nazi exegete Solomon Isaacides (Rashi) suggested that the common domina-
tor between bathed sheep and moist teeth is gleaming and cleanliness. The
Provençal exegete and grammarian David Qimḥi (Radaq) emphasized in his
bible commentary, as did Abraham ibn Ezra before him, the fact that both
are white, though in his grammar work Sefer ha-shorashim he followed his
Andalusi predecessor Jonah ibn Janāḥ who suggested that all sheep, just like
all teeth, appear to have been “carved” equally.7 Another explanation focused
instead on texture, finding a (dubious) resemblance between the smooth skin
of the sheep whose wool was shaved off and glossy teeth.8 However, my pre-
ferred explanation, one that these urban rabbiswere probably not familiarwith
but is known to anyonewho has ever crossed the Judaean desert, has to dowith
the customary tendency of sheep to crowd together, which in the eyes of the
biblical poet apparently resembled a perfect smile, full of teeth adjacent to one
another (for this exact reason he also compared his beloved’s well-combed hair
to goats, which, unlike sheep, graze apart from one another).9

7 See Jonah ibn Janāḥ, Sepher Haschoraschim, ed. Wilhem Bacher (Berlin: H. Itzkowski, 1896;
repr., Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1969), 452; David Qimḥi, Sefer ha-shorashim, eds. JohannHein-
rich Raphael Biesenthal and Fürchtegott Lebrecht (Berlin: G. Bertge, 1847; repr.: Jerusalem:
n.p., 1967), 662; Solomon ibn Parḥon, Maḥberet he-arukh: Salomonis ben Abrahami Parchon
Aragonensis Lexicon Hebraicum, ed. Salomo Gottlieb Stern (Pressburg: Anton Schmid, 1844),
60b.

8 Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, Thesaurus Totius Hebraitatis et Veteris et Recentioris, 17 vols. (Jerusalem
andBerlin: Langenscheidt, 1908–1959), 12:6080n3.The lexicographer himself found this inter-
pretation unlikely.

9 For the latter resemblances, compare to Ṭodros Abulafia’s panegyric, which uses adjacent
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Whatever the common feature that prompted the biblical poet to compare
teeth to a flock of ewes, IbnGabirol rejects this similewith complete contempt.
For him the teeth of the beautiful gazelle cannot be compared to sheep under
any circumstances. Obviously, this is not because he could not find any com-
mon feature between the two. Rather, I suggest seeing this poetic rejection as
reflecting Ibn Gabirol’s principal view of the simile.
In the above article, Pagis discusses a passage fromMoses ibn Ezra’s Kitāb al-

muḥāḍara wa-l-mudhākara (Book of conversation and deliberation), in which
the author speaks favorably of the biblical verse: “Thy lips are like a thread of
scarlet” (Song 4:3).10 According to Ibn Ezra, the “thread of scarlet” is a praise-
worthy simile because it combines no fewer than three affinities to the sensual
nature of lips: texture, color, and shape. His key observation is that a simile,
any simile, is not univalent but rather elicits a series of associations and con-
notations. According to Ibn Ezra, the “thread of scarlet” is an exemplary simile
for the beloved’s lips because each of its components describes both the simile
and its referent—they both are soft, red, and thin. Projecting this idea on Ibn
Gabirol’s poem, we find that what might have bothered him about the sheep-
teeth simile is that it works exactly the other way around: like the simile of the
“thread of scarlet,” it elicits several associations; however, not all of these asso-
ciations are fit to describe the referent. Sheep—unlike hail or pearls and unlike
some of the forced explanations of the exegetes above—do not resemble teeth
in texture, in their whitish-gray color, and obviously not in shape or size. More
important, the associations prompted by sheep are not solely those related
to cleanness, whiteness, equality, smoothness, or closeness but also noise,
filth, and stench and in fact associations of bestiality and brutishness.11 All of

teeth (aswell as nacre beads in anecklace) as ametaphor for a close friendship:Todros ben
Yehuda Abu-l-ʿĀfiya, Gan hammeshalim we-haḥidoth: Diwan of Don Tadros son of Yehuda
Abu-el-ʿĀfiah (Hebrew), ed. David Yellin, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Weiss Press, 1932–1936), 1:119
(no. 390:78).

10 Moses Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-muḥāḍara wa-l-mudhākara, ed. and trans. Abraham S. Halkin
(Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1975), 258–259. This verse about the beloved’s lips (Song
4:3) is a continuation of the verses quoted above which describe her eyes, hair, and teeth
(ibid., 4:1–2).

11 Notice, of course, the irony in rejecting beast similes in a poem describing a “gazelle.” A
similar irony drew the attention of the early poet Isaac ibn Khalfūn. In one poem he used
the common technique of a “simile with distinction” (havdalah be-dimuy) in which the
referent is presented both like and unlike (i.e., better than) the simile. Ibn Khalfūn, who
was aware of the fact that the epithets gazelle and fawnmay elicit a series of associations,
instructs his early Hebrew poetry fans, who were probably not yet well acquainted with
the code of love lyrics, on which associations they should embrace (the gazelle’s gentle
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this was perfectly clear to Ibn Gabirol, whomade his protest loud and decisive:
“And I am surprised at Solomon theWise, who dares to compare pearls to ewe
herds (!).”
This difference between Ibn Gabirol and the traditional exegetes also has

to do with the type of lens they use. The latter use a zoom-out mode, in that
from a distance, sheep—white, clean, equal, smooth, and adjacent—look like
beautiful teeth. Ibn Gabirol, on the contrary, uses a microscopic lens. First he
puts pristine hail and pearls under the lens, but then, when he continues to
the sheep, instead of zooming out like his peers did, he keeps to the zoom-in
mode, which reveals of course the less appealing sides of the sheep and evoke
his disgust. To conclude, while transforming the female beloved of the Song of
Songs into a male gazelle in his poem,12 Ibn Gabirol rejects the biblical simile,
and even comments ironically on the tasteless choice of the famous king who
is thought to be the wisest of all men.
A similar ars-poetic vacillation about the proper simile for teeth, whether

herds or pearls, appears in the Spanish twelfth-century exegete Joseph ibn
ʿAqnīn’s Judaeo-Arabic commentary on the Song of Songs:13

[King Solomon] compared teeth to a flock of ewes … and one should
wonder: why would he compare teeth to ewes and not to a necklace of
pearls—like the poets do—no doubt a nicer and more elegant simile?
The wisest man obviously did right; the reason he did so is because he
wanted to compare teeth to an object [ewes] familiar to all … and pearls
are known only to a select few.

eyes) and which associations they should ignore (the gazelle’s sharp antlers): Isaac ibn
Khalfūn, Isaac ibn Khalfūn: Poems (Hebrew), ed. Aharon Mirsky (Jerusalem: Bilaik Insti-
tute, 1961), 92–93 (no. 20:7–8); for the Hebrew poem along with an English translation see
Ann Brener, Isaac ibn Khalfun: AWandering Hebrew Poet of the Eleventh Century (Leiden:
Brill, 2003), 136–137. In fact, behind every “simile with distinction” lies the acknowledg-
ment that every symbol can prompt both welcome and unwelcomemeanings, and there-
fore the distinction, e.g., my beloved rises like a sun though unlike the sun my beloved
never sets, she flowers like a garden though unlike the garden she never withers, or in the
case of Ibn Khalfūn, the desired ephebe’s eyes are reminiscent of those of a gazelle though
unlike the gazelle he does not have sharp antlers.

12 Bialik and Rawnitzki, as well as Jarden, were of the opinion that the poet intended to
refer to a female gazelle although he used the male inflection. See Ibn Gabirol, Poetry of
Solomon, 2:128 (no. 98); Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poetry, 1:372 (no. 221).

13 Joseph Ibn ʿAqnīn, Inkishāf al-asrār wa-ẓuhūr al-anwār, ed. and trans. Abraham S. Halkin
(Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1964), 322–323; the English translation is mine.
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Unlike Ibn Gabirol, Ibn ʿAqnīn insists that King Solomon chose the most
appropriate simile. According to him the biblical poet apparently did take the
simile of pearls into consideration but ultimately preferred sheep. Ibn ʿAqnīn’s
principal guide is a social one, in which poetry does not solely address a small
elitist milieu but also those who cannot afford pearls and those who do not
even know what pearls look like. In so doing Ibn ʿAqnīn suggests another cri-
terion for the “good” simile, according to which a simile, any simile, is first and
foremost an act of communication between a poet and his audience. A suc-
cessful simile, i.e., successful communication, depends therefore on their com-
moncultural and associative denominators. In his conclusion, Ibn ʿAqnīn refers
specifically to the poem of Ibn Gabirol—probably the main motivation for his
long reflection—and both criticizes him and defends King Solomon: “Solomon
ibn Gabirol, God rest his soul, did not understand this and [hence falsely] crit-
icized the wise …may God pardon us and him and forgive us and him.”
Ibn Gabirol’s criticism of King Solomon continues in the third line, which,

again, is not easy to interpret. One particular difficulty stems from the word
beaqarim, translated above as “herds of cattle.” However, as noted earlier, bea-
qarim can also be understood as the plural form of boqer, i.e., morning. This is
exactly how Judah Halevi’s disciple, Solomon ibn Parḥon read it. In his gram-
matical workMaḥberet he-arukh he criticizes Ibn Gabirol’s poem in the frame-
work of his discussion on the root of peninim. Ibn Parḥon’s claim that the
biblical peninim (Lam 4:7) are red rubies and not white pearls leads him to
attack Ibn Gabirol who erroneously compared them to teeth.14 Immediately
afterward, Ibn Parḥon continues to attack Ibn Gabirol, this time however for
his alleged comparison of alluring teeth to mornings. Keen to defend King
Solomon, he quotes Psalms 101:8 probably as a (poor) excuse to disqualify the
mornings simile, given the verse’s negative connotation: “Morning by morning
will I destroy all thewicked of the land.” As though hewants to project the verse
on Ibn Gabirol himself, Ibn Parḥon concludes on a note of sarcastic schaden-
freude (which, as discussed below, can be projected back to him): “Hewho seek
out faults in the words of Solomon theWise will end up stumbling on his own
faults.”

14 Ibn Parḥon, Maḥberet he-arukh, 53b. Moses ibn Ezra, who, in his Maqalat al-ḥadiqa, dis-
cusses both the biblical verse and Ibn Gabirol’s poem (without mentioning his name),
also criticizes the latter for using the red gemstone as a metaphor for teeth, although he
also seems to be uncomfortable with the biblical comparison to sheep, for “they do not
belong here”. Moses ibn Ezra, Maqalat al-ḥadiqa, MS. Jerusalem, JNUL Heb. 8°5701:192–
193. I thank Jonathan Decter for drawing my attention to this source, and to Haviva Ishay
who helped me decipher the manuscript.
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Dov Jarden who published an annotated edition of Ibn Gabirol’s Dīwān also
addressed the difficulty of beqarim.15 Jarden’s solution likewise constituted a
vertiginous leap, though hewent all the way to thewater basin in the courtyard
of King Solomon’s temple that stood on a pedestal of twelve beqarim, twelve
sculpted oxen. His somewhat blunt paraphrase of IbnGabirol’s line reads: “The
beautiful teeth disrupted King Solomon’s good judgment, and [hence?] he left
his wisdom to sculpt the twelve oxen in the temple.”
In my opinion, both Ibn Parḥon’s and Jarden’s forced interpretations derive

from a simple misunderstanding. Both missed seeing that the entire phrase
is based on the most common structure of parallelism between the line’s two
hemistichs. The meaning of beqarim in the second hemistich is not mornings,
nor is it a sculpted pedestal in the temple—but simply a herd of cattle,16 a
parallel of the herd of ewes hinted at by the word they in the first hemistich:
“As if they [the ewes] made him lose his mind; As if cattle herds have made
his heart dazed.” Thesemisunderstandings are probably related to the fact that
cattle, unlike sheep, are not mentioned in the Song of Songs; however, the reg-
ular proximity of cattle and ewes in other places in the Bible makes the cattle,
according tomedieval poetics, a legitimatemetonymyof ewes.17 To sumup, Ibn
Gabirol repeats the same idea in both hemistichs: how can King Solomon use
beasts as symbols for beauty? He probably lost his mind, or has been dazed.
The criticism of King Solomon and his images calls for an update of the

popular perception that Andalusi-Hebrew love poetry comprehensively and
indiscriminately borrowed images and features from the Song of Songs. Rather,
IbnGabirol presents a selective readingof the Songof Songs, a critical approach
that views King Solomon’s work as a large bank of idioms and imagery. How-
ever, those drawing upon this repository should carefully differentiate the
appropriate from the odd and out of place. Thus, the poem that begins with
a loving description of the gazelle ends as a poetic lesson about the proper,
careful, and accurate use of similes. Though in the existing editions the poem

15 Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poetry, 1:372 (no. 221).
16 This is also how Bialik and Rawnitzki interpreted it: Ibn Gabirol, Poetry of Solomon, 2:128

(no. 98).
17 See, e.g., “The herds of cattle are perplexed, because they have no pasture; yea, the flocks

of sheep aremade desolate” (Joel 1:18). Genesis 20:14 and 21:27 and Exodus 12:38 are only a
few of the many biblical examples of this sort. One famous case related to this metonymy
issue is that of Isaac ibnMar Saul, who draws on the fact that Adonijah and Absalomwere
brothers to authorize himself to view them as metonymies of each other and, hence, to
use one for the other for the purposes of the rhyme. See Ḥayyim Schirmann, New Hebrew
Poems from the Genizah (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humani-
ties, 1965), 158. For more on this subject see Shulamit Elizur, Hebrew Poetry in Spain in the
Middle Ages (Hebrew), 3 vols. (Tel Aviv: Open University of Israel, 2004), 1:130–131.
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is usually ascribed to the family of love poems, it also departs from it. First and
foremost this is an ars-poetic demand to use “legitimate” similes, a lesson about
themechanismbehind similes and the need for good taste and how to properly
associate a referent with a suitable image.18

3 The Desert Is a Metaphor for Life in Misery

Deliberations and arguments about proper images were not only of concern
to Hebrew poets and bible exegetes but also inflamed the contemporary Ara-
bic world and its literature. The Arabic discourse that dealt with polemics over
similes—but aswe shall seewentmuchbeyond them—was theoutcomeof the
specific social and political reality of the early Islamic world. The rapid Islamic
conquests during the seventh and eighth centuries, and the massive implan-
tation of the new religion in new countries and populations from the fringes
of India in the East up to the Maghreb and al-Andalus in the West brought
about an encounter and at times clashes between two cultural and political
movements: the ʿarabiyya movement that privileged native Arabs and Arab
descendants and honoredArabic culture that originated in the Arabian deserts
in the pre-Islamic Jāhiliyya period, and the shuʿūbiyya movement that called
for equality among all Muslims and stressed the cultures and legacies of the
inhabitants of the countries that had just become acquainted with Islam.19

18 Nevertheless, Ibn Gabirol himself poked fun at this requirement elsewhere. This is the
case for his grotesque lament over his skin-diseased body Ha-lo ʾeṣdaq—Secular Poems,
111 (no. 184)—in which “the ailing poet combined into one metaphoric matrix his suppu-
rating sores with red roses, the sound of cracked wounds with the sound of lips kissing,
layers of pus with the curtain over the tabernacle, the shape of his damaged skin with
Bezalel’s holy ornaments, etc”: Israel Levin, The Embroidered Coat: The Genres of Hebrew
Secular Poetry in Spain (Hebrew), 3 vols. (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1980–1994),
1:243. Or in the opposite case of Qera ha-ṣir—Secular Poems, 55–56 (no. 102)—a poem
about a basket of lovely roses in which Ibn Gabirol similarly compared the flowers to
leprous women and the cut-off stems to amputated limbs. For more on his skin-disease
imagery and its meanings, see Ḥayyim Schirmann, “A Study of the Life of Solomon ibn
Gabirol,” in Studies in theHistory of HebrewPoetryandDrama (Hebrew), 2 vols. (Jerusalem:
Mossad Bialik, 1979), 1:216–233; ReuvenTsur,Mediaeval Hebrew Poetry in aDouble Perspec-
tive: The Versatile Reader and Hebrew Poetry in Spain. Papers in Cognitive Poetics (Hebrew)
(Tel Aviv: University Publishing Projects, 1987), 176–194; andTova Rosen, “ ‘Sometimes Pus,
Sometimes Poetry’: Medieval Poems on Sickness” (Hebrew), in My Torn Body Blossoms:
Essays and Literary Excerpts on Literature andMedicine, ed. Yehosheva Bentov (Jerusalem:
Carmel, 2009), 47–60.

19 Hamilton Gibb argues that the importance of the struggle between the two movements
derived mainly from its influence on determining “the destinies of the Islamic culture as
a whole.” Gibb, “The Social Significance of the Shuubiya,” in Studies on the Civilization of
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Besides the obvious competition over status, political power, and access
to resources and high positions, this polemic also had a significant literary
side: traditional Arabic poetry was well rooted in the desert values of life of
Bedouinnomadic tribes.Motifs and images such as thedesert landscape and its
typical animals—especially camels, desert mirages, and night skies, combats
between tribes, the life of warriors and shepherds, tent campsites that are usu-
ally deserted and ruined, the sorrowof lovers forced to depart fromone another
because of their tribes’ wanderings—were some of the primary components of
Arabic poetry. The shift froma small, nomadicArabian society to a large, urban,
Islamic civilization raised the unavoidable question of the relevance of tradi-
tional poetry and its values. Muslims who lived in the most prosperous towns
of the time—Córdoba, Baghdad, and their surroundings; writers and readers of
poetrywhohadnever ridden a camel orwandered in the desertwilderness, jus-
tifiablywonderedwhat tied them todesert poetry. Should this poetry be treated
as an obligatorymodel? Andwhy prefer the archaic values of the old fatherland
of Arabia over the values of the here and now?20
In mid-eighth century, with the rise of the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad,

which involved a strong Persian component, the shuʿūbiyya received a pro-
found boost. This was the era of al-Ḥasan ibn Hānī al-Ḥakamī, the famous
poet Abū Nuwās (756–814), who was active in the Baghdadi court of the caliph
Hārūn al-Rashīd. Born to a Persian maid who never mastered Arabic, Abū
Nuwās was possibly of Persian origin on his father’s side as well. Although he
occasionally used traditional Arabic motifs in his panegyrics, he more often
condemned them, especially in his famous khamriyyāt, i.e., wine poems. These
condemnations have led scholars, though not unanimously, to associate Abū
Nuwās with the ideals of the shuʿūbiyya:21 “He rejected the old not because
it was old but because it was old and Arab; similarly he praised the new not
because itwasnew, but because itwasnewandPersian. It is therefore abelief in
the superiority of the Persians over the Arabs, the famous belief in shuʿūbiyya.”

Islam, eds. Stanford J. Shaw andWilliam R. Polk (Boston: Beacon, 1962), 62. See also Ignaz
Goldziher, “The Shuʿūbiyya” and “The Shuʿūbiyya and itsManifestation in Scholarship,” in
Muslim Studies, trans. C.R. Barber and S.M. Stern, ed. S.M. Stern, 2 vols. (London: George
Allen and Unwin, 1967–1971), 1:147–163 and 1:164–198.

20 Yosef Tobi points out that the dispute also had a rhetorical side, between the older trend
in which content took precedence, and the new trend that ascribed importancemostly to
style: Yosef Tobi, Proximity andDistance:MedievalHebrewandArabic Poetry, trans.Murray
Rosovsky (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 190.

21 Huda J. Fakhreddine, Metapoesis in the Arabic Tradition from Modernists to Muḥdathūn
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), 105. The quotation is attributed to Ṭahá Ḥusayn. For an argumenta-
tive view on this issue see ibid., n. 37.
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The following typical poetic example of Abū Nuwās’s rejection of the old
and Arab speaks for itself:22

Come, let us drink a toast but not
To tents in desert wastes.
They may be loved by poets but
I view them with distaste.
The cloud would waste their precious rain

On such sterility;
The desert is a metaphor
For life in misery.
The wind, there, carries but one sound—

The bleating of the flocks;
You’re either cursed by jet-black crows
or haunted by the hawks.
To me, a far more pleasant thing

Than pitching tents in sand
Is sitting, flowers behind my ears,
A wineglass in my hand.
…
Now, that’s a much more pleasant thing

Than mourning where crows roost;
The body it invigorates
And gives the soul a boost!

Abū Nuwās’s attacks on the traditional motif of aṭlāl, that is, “the crying over
the ruined abodes” are among his most famous expressions. The narrative core
of this fundamental motif describes a Bedouin who rides to his beloved’s or
friends’ tent campsite only to find that the lodging has already been abandoned
and the tribe has moved away, only the wind knows where, together with the
people he is longing for. All that is left behind are the neglected remains such
as a few lost tent pegs, a rickety stonewall, an extinguished campfire, or animal
droppings. Despairing and pained, he is left to weep in the midst of the ruined
camp for the traces of the tribe now covered by the shifting sands.
Huda J. Fakhreddine holds the aṭlālmotif in such esteem that in her opinion

it “extends beyond the realm of art and poetry to become an established mark
of [Arabic] identity.” According to her, using the aṭlālmotif came “to represent

22 Abū Nuwās, Poems of Wine and Revelry: The Khamriyyat of Abu Nuwas, ed. and trans. Jim
Colville (London: Kegan Paul, 2005), 41 (no. 38). For more poems of this sort see ibid., 10
(no. 8); 49 (no. 44); 92 (no. 80).
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what it is to be Arab; [and vice versa] rejecting the aṭlālmotif is a way of reject-
ing Arab tradition altogether.”23 Fakhreddine finds Abū Nuwās a bit ambiva-
lent: “By seeming to reject and attack, AbūNuwās in fact draws attention to the
motif and demonstrates how it cannot be all too easily dispensedwith.” Hence,
rather than abandoning it, according to Fakhreddine, Abū Nuwās was “toying
with the aṭlālmotif.” One “toying poem” by Abū Nuwās reads, for example:24

The wretched lover halted questioning the abodes
And I halted asking for the town’s tavern.
May God never dry the eyes of him who weeps for a stone,

Nor heal the passions of him who longs for a peg.
…
Leave all this behind, may I be rid of you, and drink it,

Yellow and fragrant mixed with water and foam.

As discussed in detail by James T. Monroe, the waves of the shuʿūbiyya soon
reached al-Andalus’s shore as well, where they “left a profound impact on the
culture of the Iberian Peninsula.”25 Monroe presents the Andalusi conflict in
one shuʿūbite epistle (followed by five refutations) by the eleventh-century
writer, Abū ʿAmir ibn García, who had Basque Christian roots and whose ideas
closely resemble that of his Eastern Persian counterpart Abū Nuwās. Here is
one example from the beginning of Ibn García’s epistle, which after a short,
moderate opening turns highly satiric and sarcastic:26

Seldom do poets begin a journey, save from the abandoned encampment
…wander after the false illusions of themorningmirage. Gently!Who put
you in need of riding across the vast deserts?…who in exchange for habit-
ual dwelling placesmade you travel through very dangerous areas? …Am
I suppose that you have maligned or despised this respected non-Arab
nation, without realizing that they are the blonds, the fair-complexioned
ones? They are not Arabs, possessors of mangy camels. They are skilled
archers, descendants of Chosroes, of glorious ancestry, brave, heroic; not
herders of sheep or cows. Their nobles were removed … from the pastur-
ing of camels and … from the milking of goats.

23 Fakhreddine,Metapoesis in the Arabic Tradition, 105.
24 Ibid., 108. The translation is by Huda J. Fakhreddine. Compare the poems that appear

thereafter (ibid., 109–113), and Abū Nuwās, Poems of Wine, 18 (no. 16); 26 (no. 23); 42
(no. 39); 71 (no. 61).

25 James T. Monroe, The Shuʿūbiyya in al-Andalus: The Risāla of Ibn García and Five Refuta-
tions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), 3.

26 Ibid., 23–24. The translation is by James T. Monroe.
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Andalui shuʿūbite claims of this kind are easy to understand given the rela-
tively small Arab population in multiethnic Andalusi society, which included
many “new” Muslims converts from Christianity.

4 Similar to the Recent Poets among theMuslims

Were Andalusian Jews familiar with and did they respond to the intra-Muslim
conflict of their neighbors? Some scholars, and in particular Nehemiah Allony,
have argued that Andalusi Hebrew poets (especially Judah Halevi) adapted
the arguments of the shuʿūbiyya against the ʿarabiyya. Primarily, they did so
defensively by insisting on composing poetry in their own national language
of Hebrew rather than in Arabic.27 Allony describes Ibn Gabirol as no less than
a “soldier [in the war] against ʿarabiyya”:28 “The influence of the shuʿūbiyya on
Ibn Gabirol actualized in his demand for a full redemption from exile among
Muslims and Arabs, the return to Zion and the rebuilding of the holy land;
the influence of the shuʿūbiyya was actualized in his disdain and condemn
of the ʿarabiyya and, vice versa, in his praise for his people, language, culture
and promised land.”29 This nationalistic approach sees both Jewish and Arabic
cultures as distinctive and competitive systems. Ross Brann, on the contrary,
contends that this binary thinking is highly inaccurate at the least, and he puts
forward a more complex and nuanced approach:30

27 Among Allony’s many works in this mode, see in particular “Hishtaqefut ha-mered ba-
ʿarabiyya be-sifrutenu bi-yeme ha-benayim” (Hebrew), in Studies in the Bible and the
Hebrew Language Offered to Meir Wallenstein on the Occasion of his Seventy-Fifth Birth-
day, ed. Chaim Rabin, B.Z. Luria, David Patterson, and Yiṣḥaq Avishur (Jerusalem: Kiryat
Sepher, 1979), 80–136. This approach does not of course deny the great similarity between
Hebrew and Arabic poetry but rather stresses the differences between the two or simply
acknowledges them as unavoidable “influences,” insincere “imitations” or even improper
“submissiveness.” See also below note 45.

28 Allony, “Me-shiratRashbagu-leshono,”HebrewUnionCollegeAnnual47 (1976): 98 (Hebrew
section).

29 Ibid., 104.
30 Ross Brann, “The Arabized Jews,” in The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: The Liter-

ature of Al-Andalus, ed. María Rosa Menocal, Raymond P. Scheindlin, and Michael Sells
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 443–444, 450. Brann’s use of the term
“language” refers to its broad meaning, i.e. the “instinctive, creative refraction of the lan-
guage, forms, and substance of Arabo-Islamic learning in the form of a Jewish subcultural
adaptation” (ibid., 441). See also Brann, The Compunctious Poet: Cultural Ambiguity and
Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 16 and
nn. 24–25. For more on Brann and his opponents’ views, specifically as regards Judah
Halevi, see ibid., 88–89, and n. 25.
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Andalusi Jews can be observed “speaking the same language” as their
Muslim informants, counterparts and interlocutors, regardless of the dif-
fering contexts and subject matters at hand … the consequence of the
Jews’ Arabization was the deep penetration of Arabic discursive vocabu-
lary, literary genres, the conceptual frameworks of adab and ḥikma along
with the absorption of the aesthetic, rhetorical, and philosophical values
of Andalusi Arabo-Islamic culture … Hebrew poetry … [likewise] not sig-
nals the Jew’s defensive, imitative response to the overwhelming appeal
of Arabic but also is an emptying of Arabic into Hebrew.

In the same spirit, I would like to rethink the penetration of the ideas of the
shuʿūbiyya in Hebrew poetry, specifically by Ibn Gabirol: in my opinion not
only did it not set Hebrew in opposition to Arabic, but it in fact created new
and surprising linkages between the two. This will eventually lead us back
to Ibn Gabirol’s We-shinei ha-ṣevi. Let us begin with one wine poem by Ibn
Gabirol:31

My friend, lead me beside grapes,
Irrigate me, this’ll fill me up with delight.
Your cups of love to me will paste

And the sorrow push aside.
If you drink in my love eight cups—

I’ll double them in yours ten times.
And if before you I’ll be dead—

Dig my grave under the vine,
Wash me up with vinous drops,

Shroud me up with peels and its kind.
Don’t you cry over my corpse

But celebrate with lute and pipe!
And don’t throw soil into my grave

But cover it with jugs of wine!

The protagonist leaves his friend a specific last will: where to dig the grave,
how to treat the body, what the ceremony should be, how to cover the grave—
all should be inspired by wine. Scholars have questioned whether this poem

31 Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems, 180 (no. 267). For the nature of the translation see note 2
above.
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should be attributed, inwhole or in part, to IbnGabirol;32 however he also used
this motif in another poem, though concisely:33

If I should die of sorrow in front of you,
Cover my bones with vine branches.

As Israel Levin showed, this motif mimics Arabic models including by Abū
Nuwās who asked to be buried in the tavern-village of Qutrabbul.34 This is also
true of a poem by the early Abū Miḥjan al-Thaqafī, which Levin suggests to be
Ibn Gabirol’s possible source of inspiration:35

If I should die, bury me by a vine
Whose roots after my death may slake the thirst of my bones.

Relating to Abū Nuwās’s use of the motif of burial in the vineyard, Yosef Sadan
comments further that “the important elements here are the repudiation of
the desert dryness and the admiration of civilized lands and their beverages,
which were part of his and other poets’ condemnations of the hated desert
life and legacy.”36 Thus, according to this reading, this motif also reflects the
conflict between the dreary desert and the luxurious court, the ʿarabiyya and
the shuʿūbiyya. To use Brann’s phraseology, in these wine poems Ibn Gabirol,
by “speaking the same language” as his shuʿūbite counterparts, “emptied the
Arabic into Hebrew.” Examples of this sort may at least in part have prompted
Moses ibn Ezra to describe Ibn Gabirol as “similar to the recent poets among
the Muslims;”37 i.e. theMuḥdathūn.

32 In the Brody and Schirmann edition, the poem is ascribed to the works whose attribution
to Ibn Gabirol is “uncertain.” Ezra Fleischer was of the opinion that only the first three
lines were written by Ibn Gabirol, and that the rest were added by “a later rhymer.” Fleis-
cher, “Fantastic Songs of Frienship of Solomon ibn Gabirol” (Hebrew), Jerusalem Studies
in Hebrew Literature 3 (1983): 156–163.

33 Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems, 113 (no. 188:11). See also Yehuda Ratzaby, Borrowed Motifs in
Jewish Literature (Hebrew) (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2006), 333.

34 Levin, Embroidered Coat, 2:165, with further examples; compare Ratzaby, BorrowedMotifs,
333–334. Formore poems byAbūNuwās glorifyingQutrabbul, see, e.g., AbūNuwās, Poems
of Wine, 51 (no. 46); 82 (no. 71); 126 (no. 109).

35 The translation is from Philip F. Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry: Abū
Nuwās and the Literary Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1997), 21.

36 Sadan’s comment appears in: Abū Nuwās,Wine and Love Poems (Hebrew), ed. and trans.
Ofra Bengio and Shmuel Regulant (Jerusalem: Van Leer Institute and Hakibbutz Hameu-
chad, 1999), 29.

37 Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al-Muḥāḍara, 70–71.
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5 As Beautiful as a Cow

The discussion of Hebrew Arabized poetry and Ibn Gabirol’s ties to “the recent
poets among the Muslims” calls for a new interpretation of his poem We-
shinei ha-ṣevi and his rejection of the Song of Songs’s ewe simile—not merely
aesthetically but also sociopolitically. Here, too, the Arabic parallels are eye
openers. Elsewhere Sadan refers to works of Arabic poets who amazingly echo
Ibn Gabirol’s perception of similes. One example is the shuʿūbite writer who
mocked early Arabic poets for comparing alluring women to cows; another
example is the story told byAbūal-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī about anArabic princewho
wanted to flatter a Persian king by praising the beauty of his country’s damsels
but ended up offending him by describing them as wild cattle.38
These examples bring us back instinctively to Ibn Gabirol’s problematiza-

tion of the simile, and more precisely to his specific dilemma: can beasts be
taken as symbols of beauty? Like his shuʿūbite counterparts, Ibn Gabirol rejects
the “irrelevant” imagery of animals, and chooses more “suitable” similes (hail,
pearls) found for example in al-Ḥarīrī’s work mentioned above. However, in
both cases, the controversy goes beyond the question of imagery per se, and is
shaped as amore comprehensive argument opposing archaic, desert, and agri-
cultural values to up-to-date, urban, and courtly ones.39
However, the importance of Ibn Gabirol’s poem lies not in its clear resem-

blance to Arabic parallels, but, as Brann stresses, in the manipulation that
involves the emptying one language into another:40

Arabic language and culture not only surrounded the Jews in the speech
and writings of their Muslim (and Christian) neighbors so as to influence
them as cultural others; but also andmore pertinently, Arabic was the lin-

38 Joseph Sadan, “Milk andWine: A Conflict between Archaic Classicism and Modern Real-
ism in Medieval Arabic Literature” (Hebrew), Ha-Sifrut 21 (1975): 120 and n. 10. Sadan
specifically stressed the contradiction between desert camel milk and courtly wine.

39 Similarly, thoughmuch less sarcastically, Ibn Gabirol shows a preference for the Andalusi
perception of beauty over the biblical view, when he praises a local patio water basin,
which stands on sculpted lions and is thus better than the one in Solomon’s temple that
stood on oxen: Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems, 134–135 (no. 207:18–19). For the Hebrew poem
along with an English translation, see Solomon ibn Gabirol, “In Praise of an Unnamed
Patron,” trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin, in Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, ed. Ste-
fan Sperl and Christopher Shackle, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 2:140–147; for a discussion
of the poem see Raymond P. Scheindlin, “The Hebrew Qasida in Spain,” in Qasida Poetry,
ed. Sperl and Shackle, 1:123–124.

40 Brann, “Arabized Jews,” 442–443. For Brann’s broad use of “language,” see note 30 above.
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guistic medium central to the Andalusi-Jewish experience … the Arabized
culture of the Jews of al-Andalus [should be seen] as a rereading and
rewriting of their tradition in Arabic according to the literary and cultural
conventions of that language.

Thus Ibn Gabirol uses the Arabic cultural model to rethink his own literary
legacy and reread his Jewish Song of Songs masterpiece. His embracing of
the shuʿūbiyya thus serves him not as a tool in a conflict between the two
allegedly competitive literary systems of Hebrew and Arabic. On the contrary,
the Arabic polemic inspires him to turn it into a Hebrew one. It is crucial
to note that the Song of Songs, aside from its imagery and idioms, was by
no means considered—unlike Arabic classical poetry—an actual model for
Hebrew composition of that time. Nevertheless, Ibn Gabirol implements the
ideas of the shuʿūbiyya to force the Arabic polemic onto Hebrew tradition; the
Arabic polemic thus enables him to fabricate a fictive equivalent Hebrew dis-
pute with the Song of Songs, and almost to reinvent its author, King Solomon,
as a “Hebrew Jahilic-like poet.”41
Ibn Gabirol’s poem involves yet another manipulation: the discussion of

the Arabic image of cattle calls for a rereading of the difficult case of the
word beqarim in the third line discussed above. Earlier, I suggested seeing the
beqarim, i.e., cattle, as a legitimatemetonymy of the ewes in the Song of Songs.
However the manipulation of the Arabic polemic in Ibn Gabirol’s poem place
this Arabic intertext at the forefront as well, as though the rethinking of King
Solomon as a “Jahilic poet” prompted Ibn Gabirol to extend the biblical image
for beauty of ewes by attributing to the ancient Hebrew poet the equivalent
archaic Arabic image of cattle as well.

6 Solomon vs. Solomon?

This leads to the broader question of Ibn Gabirol’s rationale for writing this
poem. Although the Arabized poet showed great literary ease with Arabic cul-
ture, terminology, and imagery, he was still considerably different from his
shuʿūbite counterparts. Unlike them, he, as a Hebrew poet, was much less
threatened by and was thus liberated from the heavy burden of the Arabic

41 As noted recently by Haviva Ishay in a conference at Bar-Ilan University, the resemblance
between the Song of Songs and Bedouin love lyrics has caught the eye of a number of
scholars. See, for example, Michael Shashar, “The Song of Songs and the Bedouin Love
Song” (Hebrew), Bulletin of the Israeli Academic Center in Cairo 12 (1989): 35–40.
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desert legacy; nor was he, as a Jewish author in the eleventh century, expected
to look at the ancient style of the Bible as an ideal example for his own litera-
ture. Further, neither he nor his fellow ethnic brethren could aspire, as minori-
ties, to political power on par with their Muslim countrymen. Why would he,
then, introduce this ethnic dispute thatwas internal toMuslim civilization into
Hebrew literature?Moreover, as is well known, Andalusi-Hebrew poets, in par-
ticular Moses ibn Ezra but also Ibn Gabirol himself, occasionally used desert
motifs especially the aṭlāl,42 which gave their work a strong Arabic flavor—
but none condemned them. Then why would Ibn Gabirol take this exceptional
step? And is it so exceptional? In response, I suggest that instead of viewing
We-shinei ha-ṣevi as an opposing or ambivalent approach to the classic Arabic
models, we should see the poem as a witty attempt to have the best of both
worlds.
As shown, this sophisticatedmanipulation enabled IbnGabirol tomanufac-

ture a fictional polemic within Hebrew poetry that was simultaneously close
but also departed from the Arabic schism. Elsewhere I have tried to soften
Ibn Gabirol’s criticism of King Solomon,43 although barely touching on the
fabricated nature of the polemic. However the crucial fact that this polemic
was a fabrication suggests that the “improper” desert similes did not trouble
him at all.44 Similarly, what Ibn Gabirol’s critics and King Solomon’s defenders
(Ibn ʿAqnīn and Ibn Parḥon) failed to see is that rather than criticizing King

42 See, for example, Ibn Gabirol’s poem of complaint Revivei dimʿaakha, evoking the desert’s
endless nights, or Ibn Ezra’s aṭlāl,Megurei ʿohavay: Ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems, 87 (no. 141:
15–24); Moses ibn Ezra, Secular Poems (Hebrew), ed. Heinrich Brody, 2 vols. (Berlin and
Jerusalem: Schocken, 1935–1941), 1:90–91 (no. 91:1–11). In relation to the latter poem, Ray-
mond Sheindlin writes: “By beginning this and several other qasidas with the ruined-
campsite motif—one that derives from pre-Islamic Arabic poetry and was not common
among Andalusi-Arabic poets—Ibn Ezra might appear to be somewhat more conserva-
tive than his Andalusi-Arabic contemporaries.” Raymond P. Scheindlin, “Moses ibn Ezra,”
in Literature of Al-Andalus, eds.Menocal, Scheindlin, and Sells, 254–255. See also Jonathan
P. Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature: Between al-Andalus and Christian Europe (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 2007), 29–33. By alternatively rebuking and using desert
motifs Ibn Gabirol may also remind us of Abū Nuwās, who, as indicated above, showed
similar ambivalences.

43 Uriah Kfir, “Pearls or Herds: The ‘Beautiful’ according to Solomon ibn Gabirol” (Hebrew),
in Mikan 11/El Presente 6 (Ot LeTova: Essays in Honor of Professor Tova Rosen; 2012), 96–
97.

44 As indicated earlier, Ibn Gabirol himself occasionally used desert motifs (see note 42
above) as well as “unsuitable” images (see note 18 above). In one case he even described
his beloved as a “fair heifer,” evoking both Jeremiah 26:20 andArabic imagery: IbnGabirol,
Secular Poems, 34 (no. 61:1).
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Solomon’s ewe simile, Ibn Gabirol stresses it and even takes pains to reinforce
it associatively with cattle. Not only did he not try to resolve the quandary of
the ewe simile—as did his fellow exegetists (Rashi, Radaq, etc.)—Ibn Gabirol
celebrated it.
Ironically, he deliberately forced the Arabic polemic onto Hebrew literary

tradition, but not as an insincere imitation,45 or because he was intimidated
by the archaic similes as were his shuʿūbite counterparts. On the contrary, in
my opinion the confident Arabized Ibn Gabirol invested his efforts in fabricat-
ing the polemicwithinHebrew literary tradition (and in so doing speculated on
what constitutes a “good” simile) because it enabled him to tighten the bonds
betweenbothArabic andHebrewpoetries and cultures and to demonstrate the
enormous affinity between them not only in his own era, but also by giving the
impression that they were close in their glorious pasts as well.
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chapter 7

“His (Jewish) Nation … and His (Muslim) King”:
Modern Nationalism Articulated throughMedieval
Andalusi Poetry

S.J. Pearce

The first time that I visited Granada, it was February. The landscape and the
climate at that time of year brought about two realizations that a more typical
summertime visit would never have allowed: First, looking across the cyprus-
filled Darro River valley at the very tops of the heavy square towers of the
Alhambra just barely visible above the fog that enshrouded them, I could
see why the sixteenth-century churchmen, missionaries, and conquistadors
felt so at home in my—and Ross’s—native northern California. And second,
that foggy-damp green-gray landscape, with the olive trees blending into a
same-colored fog, the plumes of smoke rising up from the controlled burn of
farmland—before the dry summer would make it too risky an activity—and
the old, ruined stone barns and storehouses sinking into the hills at the edge of
where new roads had been cut through, that landscape brought into very sharp
focus the imagery of Andalusi poetry, both in Arabic and inHebrew; I suddenly
understood, in away that I had not previously, how somany literary tropes that
were borrowed from the very distinct desert environment of Arabia including,
especially, the trope of the ruins of the beloved, could have been first borrowed
and then made so thoroughly a part of al-Andalus by her poets.
In the early 1950s and with a poet’s imagination that did not necessitate a

midwinter visit to the former stronghold of the Naṣrid emirate, a youngYehuda
Amichai—not yet the celebrated poet he would become but only a third-year
undergraduate student in the Hebrew University medieval poetry seminar of
Ḥayim Schirmann, the veritable dean of the field—had a similar realization
about the landscape of Granada and the singers of her songs: that the poets of
his own age writing in Spain and defending their own vision of their nation
were working against the selfsame backdrop as the medieval Hebrew poets
whose lives and work were leveraged in the service of the culture and his-
tory of the nascent Israeli state. What we know of the young Amichai’s ideas
aboutmedieval Hebrew poetry are preserved in the final essay that he wrote at
the conclusion of Schirmann’s seminar. The essay, which takes up some thirty-
seven pages of an exam blue book is entitled “The War Poetry of Samuel the
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Nagid.”1 It deals with the work of the eleventh-century Samuel ibn Naghrīla,
known as dhū l-wizāratain, twice the vizier, for his twin prowess in adminis-
tering the Zirid state at Granada as vizier and general, and in writing poetry.2
Through a historicizing reading of a selection of verses from the Ibn Naghrīla
dīwān, his essay sets Ibn Naghrīla’s work into a global, diachronic study of
war poetry that finds comparisons in the Bible and in Arabic poetry, naturally,
and in Chinese poetry, in the English and German literature of the twoWorld
Wars and, most strikingly, in the poetry of Federico García Lorca. In partic-
ular, he draws out connections between the imagery of war and its weapons
between the work of the two men—Ibn Naghrīla and Lorca—whom he iden-
tifies as equally Spanish poets. Through an approach to war poetry that is at
once global-diachronic, closely attentive, andhistoricizing,Amichai articulates
a transgressive, modern vision of Ibn Naghrīla’s place in both time and geog-
raphy, effectively making him a canonical Spanish poet with every facet of
meaning that such a denomination can include.
Amichai’s dense, sophisticated essay ultimately approaches the question of

national poetic identity by posing an initial methodological question about
reading the poetry of Ibn Naghrīla, to whom Amichai refers by the honorific
title nagid:

In assessing these works, we immediately enter into the middle of an
ongoing fight about literature that is completely distant, temporally and
geographically, and about our own Hebrew literature from the Middle
Ages. There are those who claim that it is impossible to approach that
literature without first building up a store of much-needed historical and
literary knowledge. In short, so they claim, we must read medieval litera-
ture throughmedieval eyes… on the other side are those who say that we
must read this literature as we would read any other. Rather than choos-
ing sides in the debate, my opinion is that we must look at this literature
with both of our eyes open: with one modern and simple eye and with
the other eye augmented with a monocle of knowledge. From the frame

1 Yehuda Amichai, “The War Poetry of Samuel the Nagid: Final Paper for the Seminar on
Hebrew Literature Taught by Ḥayim Schirman, Written by Yehuda Amichai, Third-Year Stu-
dent, in His Own Hand,” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen
MSS 572, Box 35, folder 1230.

2 On Ibn Naghrīla, see Brann, Hámori, Harkavy, Rosen, Sáenz-Badillos, and Schirmann. The
epithet dhū l-wizaratain is also applied to the vizier-poet Ibn al-Khatīb, but ostensibly for his
prowess in military and civil leadership rather than in governance and poetry; see Jacinto
Bosch-Vilá, “Ibn al-Khatīb,”Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1954–2009),
3:835–837.
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of reference of optics, we see the most important details of objects and
vistas with binocular vision; and so, too, can we look at literary material
with this doubly-seeing vision. That might even bring us pleasure and
satisfaction as we read these poems. Perhaps that pleasure is what good
literaturemust give us; that is all the payoff for literary work. Themodern
eye captures the totality of the poems, the nuances of the imagery, the
reflected humanity of the poet, and thewhole range of emotions found in
the poem. In contrast, the augmented eye guides us through the culture
and historical situation, through the Arabs’ poetry that was so influen-
tial over so much, through poetics, through the poetic imagery that was
common in those days, through the influence of the Hebrew Bible and
allusions to it in the poems, and through the rules of style and the formal
conventions. Only in that way can we correctly approach the Nagid’s war
poetry.3

Amichai is in effect asking a methodological question about whether the close
reading of the New Critics, whose work had begun to emerge in the Anglo-
phoneworld in the 1930s and 1940sbut in Israel only after statehood,4was really
a better approach to this kindof historically groundedpoetry than the scholarly
historicism that it replaced and sought to remedy. As a proving ground for his
methodological question, he turns to the theme of national identity in Samuel
ibn Naghrīla’s poetic oeuvre, testing out the aesthetic, the historical, and the
in-between manifestations of religion, ethnicity, community spirit, geography,
and other factors as contributing elements to what makes a national identity
recognizable by and useful to a medieval poet living, by definition, before the
modern age of nationalism per se.
It is worth noting that this methodological question is applicable to inter-

preting the essay itself, too. Previous scholarship has focused on Amichai’s
interest in the relationship between Samuel and his beloved son, Yehosef, and
theway inwhich that interest wouldmanifest itself in his later poetry.5 Instead,
with my eyesight augmented with the scholarship of Amichai’s teacher, Schir-

3 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fol. 2a.
4 Arnold J. Band, “Literary Criticism in Israel,”Modern Judaism 11.1 (1991): 12.
5 The extent of scholarly discussion of this essay comes in a 2003 article by Nili Scharf Gold,

“Notes on Love and War in the Life of Yehuda Amichai,” Israel Studies Forum 19.1 (2003),
which is reprinted in her 2008 biography of Amichai. Shewrites: “Whileworking inAmichai’s
archive at Yale, I discovered a document that sheds new light on the triangle formed by his
father, love, and war. Among barely-legible scraps of paper lay one black [sic—if it was black
over a decade ago, it has faded to a light blue now] notebook, different in its organization and
clarity of handwriting. It was a term paper submitted by the undergraduate Yehuda Amichai
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mann, and with that of many of my colleagues and teachers who succeeded
him, I would argue that his essay represents the beginnings of a national poet-
ics, grounded in the nationalism and the poetics of his medieval predecessors,
that both stands on its own and is more fully realized in Amichai’s later poetry.
His essay is an important document inmodern literary history, but its approach
to poetry and national identity is one that requires a medieval and amedieval-
ist6 optics to bemost fully understood; in otherwords, it requires interpretation
through medieval literary theory, through modern scholarship on medieval
theory and poetics, and bearing in mind a sensitivity toward the significance
that theMiddle Ages holds for the readers andwriters of variousmodern imag-
inaries. Amichai develops a poetics of nationalism for the modern world that
relies upon medieval poetry and prenational conceptions of the national; it

to Professor Schirmann, the world-renowned authority on Medieval Hebrew Poetry. In a
systematic analysis, Amichai presents a compelling case for the unique relationship, docu-
mented in poetry, between twomedieval Jewish heroes. They are the eleventh-century Jewish
poet and army-general Samuel ibn Nagrilla or Hanagid and his beloved son and heir, in writ-
ing as in battle, Yehosef. Professor Schirman gave his yet unknown student the high grade
of ‘very good’ and remarked on the psychological sensitivity demonstrated in the paper. One
could not overlook the connection between the love that Amichai and his father shared and
the identification he felt with themedieval poet-warrior. Years later, whenAmichai’s children
were in their teens, he, a famous poet, took them to an old 1948 battleground: ‘I brought my
children to themoundwhere once I foughtmy battles’ and ‘we sat there on its back and on its
side as in the poemby SamuelHanagid.’ It comes as no surprise, then, that in her detailed arti-
cle, the Israeli scholar of medieval poetry, Tova Rosen, unveiledHanagid’s poetic influence on
Amichai’s diction. Themotivation for this influence, I argue, is notmerely poetic” (59). Chana
Kronfeld also mentions the essay very briefly in her excellent new book on Amichai’s poetics
and traces it as the beginning of his “particular fascinat[ion with] the work and life of the
eleventh-century poet Rabbi Shmuel Ha-Nagid, whose influence he freely acknowledges …
Ha-Nagid is for Amichai such a powerful early paragon because, though writing within a tra-
ditional Jewish world that Amichai no longer inhabits, he offers a model for textualizing and
thus sanctifying themundane”:The Full Severity of Compassion: The Poetry of YehudaAmichai
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016), 19.

6 Here I use the termsmedievalism andmedievalist not to refer solely to scholarly activity that
interrogates the medieval but also to the academic and broader popular trends that encom-
pass, in T.A. Shipley’s words, “responses to the Middle Ages at all periods since a sense of the
medieval began to develop,” as cited in DavidMatthews’sMedievalism: A Critical History (Suf-
folk: Boydell and Brewer, 2017). Ultimately,medievalism, whether scholarly or popular, comes
down to what is encompassed in the literalness of its terminological counterpart in German,
Mittelalterrezeption, the reception of the Middle Ages. Other, more detailed definitions may
be found inMatthews,Medievalism; Elizabeth Emery andRichardUtz, “MakingMedievalism:
A Critical Overview,” inMedievalism: Key Critical Terms, ed. Elizabeth Emery and Richard Utz
(Suffolk: Boydell and Brewer, 2015), 1–10; and Helen Young, “Approaches to Medievalism: A
Consideration of Taxonomy and Methodology,”Parergon 27.1 (2010): 163–179.
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defines the nation along both geographic and shared cultural lines, rather than
along linguistic ones, and recognizes and even relies upon the swaths that war
cuts across these landed national-cultural groups and its impact upon them.

1 A National Spain and a Jewish Spain

To write about Spain in the Middle Ages is a delicate and often anachronis-
tic proposition that requires definition, explanation, and ultimately walking
a fine terminological line. While Spain naturally did not exist as the kind of
political entity that we know today, the name España derives from a Roman
understanding of the geography of its westernmost province, Hispania, which
it occupied beginning in the third century before theCommonEra; in his Latin-
language history of the Goths, Vandals, and Suevi, the Visigothic bishop Isidore
of Seville (d. 636) uses Hispania when he praises the verdancy of the land of
the old Roman province, by then ruled by the Goths. It is not until the sec-
ond half of the thirteenth century that we see the toponym España utilized in
Ibero-Romance-language prose texts, when it first occurs as a lexical borrow-
ing from Occitan in the Castilian king Alfonso X’s Estoria de Espanna referring
to his Kingdom of Castile as well as to the Andalusi principalities that pledged
loyalty to him. And while this panorama drawn from the most canonical texts
from Spain would seem to suggest that the term España and its variants repre-
sent the nameof an entity that emerges alongwith the earliest Castilian desires
for political and linguistic hegemony, the rupture is not nearly so complete:
neither along the linguistic nor the temporal axis. Numismatic evidence shows
a complete conflation of the geography and idea of a greater Hispania with
the geography and idea of an Arabophone, Islamicate al-Andalus in the early
years of the Umayyad emirate in the eighth and ninth centuries; when Ara-
bizing Hebrew poets sought to laud their land in a meter that would require a
word with two long syllables and a short one rather than two short ones and
a long, they lauded Espamya (es-pam-ya, long-long-short) instead of and as an
equivalent to Sefarad (se-fa-rad, short-short-long). Narratives of continuity and
rupture both have their partisans in the modern world and both have implica-
tions for the terminology used to describe the Iberian Peninsula in the Middle
Ages; but all told, the notion that there was no Spain in the Middle Ages is as
oversimplifying and erroneous as the notion that Spain has always been what
it is today, even in the Middle Ages.
The terminological question is additionally complicated with respect to

Hebrew-language scholarship and sources because of the ambiguity of the
Hebrew toponym Sefarad, which can refer both to the home of the Arabized
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Jews of the Iberian Peninsula in the Middle Ages as well as to the modern
country of Spain as it currently exists; and the adjective Sefaradi can refer to
the Jews of medieval Spain and to citizens of the modern country of Spain.7
While the ambiguity of this term is often bothersome to scholars, it is one that
is embedded firmly inAmichai’s reading of andwriting about a SpanishMiddle
Ages. Beyond his university days, in his career as a poet Amichaimade frequent
recourse to a Sefaradi—a Spanish—Middle Ages, both explicitly and implic-
itly. Perhaps the most famous example of this is his long lyric poem “Travels of
a Latter-Day Benjamin of Tudela.”8 He also recalls two of his medieval prede-
cessors in the poems entitled “Ibn Gabirol” and “Judah Halevi,” channeling the
former’s physical pain and deformity rendered spiritual despair and the latter’s
seabound longing for Zion.9 In many poems he both addresses and marshals
the Arabized Hebrew poets’ techniques of recourse to the Hebrew Bible.10 As
we shall see below through analysis of Amichai’s essay on Ibn Naghrīla, his
Spain is a national Spain in a fairly conservative and limited modern sense:
populated by poets writing in Castilian and just emerging from a civil war that
tested the will and the power of theories of government as they had evolved
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; yet both the essay and the poetry
show that his Spain is also undeniably a Jewish Spain, a place that is con-
stituted more by its literature than by any other factor that might define a
nation. Tabea Linhard writes that a “ ‘Jewish Spain’ … encompasses a series of
historical contradictions that cannot be dissociated from different representa-
tions of cultural memory.”11 A Jewish Spain, as opposed to a modern national
Spain, is a historical fiction of memory created by the representation of it, and
while Linhard’s contention is correct on the historiographic face of it—there

7 The term Sefarad comes from a toponym found in the biblical book of Ovadiah (1:20),
which may have referred to the Greek city of Sardis. It was adopted to refer to the Iberian
Peninsula in Jewish circles beginning in theRomanperiod andwas used as a point of pride
amongst Iberian Jews to trace their lineage back to the exile from Jerusalem. On the devel-
opment of an exceptionalist attitude in Iberian Jewish communities tied, in part, to their
imagined connection to the exiles of Jerusalem, see Ross Brann, “Andalusi ‘Exceptional-
ism,’ ” in A Sea of Languages: Rethinking the Arabic Role in Medieval Literary History, eds.
Suzanne Conklin Akbari and Karla Mallette (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013),
119–134.

8 Yehuda Amichai, Poetry of Yehuda Amichai (Hebrew), 5 vols. (Tel Aviv: Schocken Books,
2002–2004), 2:117–158.

9 Amichai, Poetry, 1:30–31.
10 On this phenomenon, see Kronfeld, “IWant toMix Up the Bible,” chapter 3 of Full Severity

of Compassion, 117–173.
11 TabeaAlexa Linhard, Jewish Spain: AMediterraneanMemory (Stanford: StandfordUniver-

sity Press, 2014), 5.
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was never a political entity that was “Jewish Spain”—it is also true that those
representations—both contemporaneous and contemporary—create the real-
ity of that cultural space, if not place or polity. Throughout his work, Amichai’s
poetic and authorial voice walks that line. While his Sefaradi Middle Ages is
often a recourse to a Hebrew-language, Jewish literary culture, in other places
in his own poetic dīwān he embraces the representation of a Spanish and Jew-
ish identity in the modern world that is as fully and equally both as it could
be in the medieval one. His learned and imagined Sefaradi Middle Ages is
imbued with both senses of meaning that the fullness of the Hebrew term
allows.
We see Amichai as a poet developing the idea of a subject both fully Jew-

ish and fully Spanish, but also always the consummate outsider. In his poem
“TheBull Returns,” Amichai personifies one of themost emblematic symbols of
Spain: the fighting bull.12 The poem describes him returning home after drink-
ing coffee with the toreadores and makes plain that the man-bull is as much
Jewish as he is Spanish when it notes: “Now he sits on his bed with his heavy,
Jewish eyes.”13 Furthermore, the poem notes that a bull is designated by the
Hebrew Bible as a kosher animal—“Ba-tanakh hu katuv ʿim ḥayot tehorot.” (He
iswritten into theTanakh alongwith the pure animals)—anddescribes its sub-
ject as “kasher meʾod” (very kosher).14 The poem calls the toreadores by the
Hebrew word loḥamim, generic fighters rather than bullfighters specifically;
and after it establishes the Spanish and the Jewish character of its subject, it
details the weapons of his enemies-cum-boon companions. As a student writ-
ing his final essay on Ibn Naghrīla, Amichai’s attention was particularly drawn
to medieval weapons of war as depicted in poetry. By the time Amichai com-
poses “The Bull Returns,” we see that his fascination with weaponry and its
representation in poetry is no less intense. In the poem, we see the same inter-
est manifest, though with a different focus and tone. In the poem, Amichai
writes of this personified Jewish toro with a sword still in his neck and then
goes on to say: “He knows that the sword also feels pain when it hones into
the flesh. Next time he will be the sword: and the pain will remain.”15 In very
few words he composes not an ekphrastic but rather a psychological portrait
of the sword that makes it every bit the victim of the fighters as the bull

12 Amichai, Poetry, 2:35. On the fighting bull as a national emblem, see Carrie B. Douglass,
Bulls, Bullfighting, and Spanish Identities (Tuscon: University of Arizona Press, 1997).

13 Amichai, Poetry, 2:35, lines 6–8.
14 Amichai, Poetry, 2:35, lines 13–14.
15 Amichai, Poetry, 2:35, lines 8–10.
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is and develops a vivid scene of this Spanish-Jewish bull-man and the fighters
raising their weapons against him. The Sefaradi bull is equally characterized
by his place in the Bible and by the trappings of his mortal profession. Either
one, in the end, could get him killed: Is his fate to be slaughtered or to be
slayed?

2 The Poet as a Jew and the History of an Idea

By the time that Amichai enrolled in the Hebrew University, close to two
decades had passed since the first publication of the then-most-complete ver-
sion of Samuel ibn Naghrīla’s poetic dīwān: the 1934 edition made by David
S. Sassoon based on a manuscript he had purchased.16 This publication in-
creased by a factor of eight the number of poems in the dīwān, and, of at
least equal importance, included Arabic headings to all of the poems that had,
up until that point, been known only in later-medieval Hebrew translations;17
A.M. Habermann published a new critical edition in 1943 and these are the two
editions that Amichai cites in his bibliography. Amichai’s two main secondary
sources for the historical foundations of his essay the essay are Schirmann’s
two-part article on Ibn Naghrīla’s war poetry in Zion and R.A. Nicholson’s A
Literary History of the Arabs; both the influence of these intellectual predeces-
sors and the ways in which Amichai, even as an undergraduate, refines their
thinking and pushes it in his own direction are evident in the text of the essay
itself. He draws upon Nicholson’s history for basic information about themes
and motifs common in Arabic poetry and for some notable incidents in the
literary history of Arabic poetry. But by and large, his thinking is shaped by
Schirmann’s articles in Zion, which, in form and, to a certain extent, inmethod-
ology, are echoed by Amichai’s essay. Like the latter, the former is divided into
short thematic or descriptive sections and introduces excerpts from the dīwān,
a few lines at a time, in order to support a historical argument. Yet at the same
time, Amichai’s essay is a direct challenge to aspects of Schirmann’s analysis of
IbnNaghrīla’s poetry, insisting upon a reading in the space between literary and
historical writing whereas Schirmann argued that poetry itself was a source for
history, writing:

16 The Dīwān of Samuel Ha-Nagid, ed. David S. Sassoon (London: Oxford University Press,
1934).

17 The statistic about the increase in the amount of Ibn Naghrīla’s poetry known after the
discovery of the Sassoon manuscript is cited in the introduction to Peter Cole, Selected
Poems of Samuel HaNagid (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), xiii–xv.
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Here we have poetic works whose intrinsic value is incontestable and
which considerably enrich our knowledge of Hispano-Hebrew literature
in the classical period. No doubt the great poetic collection also offers
valuable materials for Jewish history and especially for the biography of
the author, who distinguished himself as a poet as well as a scholar and
statesman.18

With regard to their methodological differences, it is interesting to note that in
his final assessment of Amichai’s essay, Schirmann would critique his student
not for failing to follow his methodology but for saying that he would depart
from it but then hewing too closely:

This work was not written using a uniformmethodology. It seems that its
author did not mean (as on pages 2 and 36) to use poetry as a source for
a composition of historical, technical, etc., character. But despite that, he
did so in several places (pages 9–16, and others) without giving any kind
of sufficient explanation for that. Overall, the literary-psychological anal-
ysis of the author indicates his unique perspective. As such, this work is
worthy despite its insufficiencies.19

It is clear from the totality of the comment that Schirmann appreciated that
Amichai was using poetry and history to very different ends than he himself
had done and that his were the insights of a poet rather than of a historian; all
the while he still demanded rigor, coherence, and organization from his argu-
ment.
In addition to the split between the historian’s Ibn Naghrīla and the literary-

critic’s Ibn Naghrīla that Amichai himself observed and noted (to be discussed
below), the Ibn Naghrīla known to scholars working primarily with Arabic
sources and in an Islamic studies milieu cut a wildly different profile at that
time—andwell intomore contemporary periods of scholarship and reading—
than he did in his appearance to those scholars working primarily with the
Hebrew sources and within a Judaic studies framework. It would not be until
1993 that David Wasserstein would point out the extent to which Samuel ibn
Naghrīla had been exceptionally interpreted as a partisan of his interpreters.
At least until the publication of muchmore recent scholarship, including Ross

18 JefimSchirmann, “LeDīwānde ŠemūʾēlHannāgīd considéré comme source pour l’histoire
espagnole,”Hespéris 35 (1948): 163.

19 Schirmann, note in Amichai, “TheWar Poetry” fol. 37a.
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Brann’s 2002 monograph The Power in the Portrayal,20 scholars of Jewish stud-
ies relied on the Hebrew sources for Ibn Naghrīla’s life whereas scholars of
Islamic studies relied only on the Arabic ones as though the two corpora were
or could be wholly separate.21 This is more the case for historical and cultural-
historical appraisals of Ibn Naghrīla’s intellectual and political biography than
for literary-critical studies of his poetry, which necessarily refer to the con-
ventions of Arabic poetry that the Arabizing Hebrew poet made use of. For
example, Schirmann contextualized Ibn Naghrīla’s poetry in both Hebrew and
Judaic and Arabic and Islamic literary contexts, for example, with his now-
classic interpretation “Sheʿehmini ʿamiti ve-ḥaveri” (Leaveme,my beloved and
my friend), which demonstrates the ways in which Ibn Naghrīla connects his
Jewish identity to his role in the service of the Zirid emir: by coidentifying the
military enemies of the Zirid state with biblical enemies of the Israelites, he
turns the enemies of his Jewish community into the sameenemies being fought
by the Zirid state. Thus, with the same foe, Ibn Naghrīla ties his fate and that of
the Jewish community of Granada to the fate of his medieval prince and that
of his emirate.22 However, this is strictly a literary affinity, and, as Wasserstein
has shown, the idea that IbnNaghrīlamight have successfully navigated the full
spectrum of the polysystemic andmultilingual Andalusi culture that he inhab-
ited was unthinkable prior to the final decades of the twentieth century, let
alone that this culturemight be the precursor to some kind of Spanish identity.
Although questions of overlapping religious identity and national belonging

as articulated through a view toward a Spanish past are fully developed in the
poetry of a moremature Amichai, they emerge in a primordial form as early as

20 Ross Brann, Power in the Portrayal: Representations of Jews and Muslims in Eleventh- and
Twelfth-Century Islamic Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002).

21 David J. Wasserstein, “Samuel Ibn Naghrīla Ha-Nagid and Islamic Historiography in al-
Andalus,”Al-Qanṭara 14.1 (1993): 111–113. An example of the type of scholarship that reme-
dies the problem thatWasserstein signals is a major intervention in the historiography of
another Andalusi literary figure, Judah al-Ḥarīzī, whowas typically treated as the province
of Jewish studies, but whose biography was advanced seriously when Joseph Sadan found
an entry for him in the biographical dictionary of the Iraqi Muslim anthologist, Mubārak
ibn al-Shaʿār al-Mawṣilī: Joseph Sadan, “R. Judah al-Ḥarīzī as a Cultural Cross-Roads: Ara-
bic Biography of a JewishArtist in the Eyes of anOrientalist” (Hebrew), Peʿamim 68 (1996):
16–67.

22 Ḥayyim Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence (Hebrew), 2nd ed., 4 vols. (Jeru-
salem:Bialik Institute;TelAviv:Dvir, 1960–1961), 1:76–77. For Schirmann’s discussionof the
historical background to the battle at Arjona, in response to which this poemwas written,
see his “TheWars of Samuel the Nagid” (Hebrew), Zion 1 (1936): 273–275. On the relation-
ship between the poetic voice and the interlocutor, see Ross Brann, The Compunctious
Poet: Cultural Ambiguity and Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1991), 52–58.
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his university days. In his final essay for his seminar with Schirmann, Amichai
defines nation and nationalism along three distinct lines: one, racial, ethnic,
and religious nationalism; two, cultural nationalism; and three, themoremod-
ern construct of state-based nationalism. With respect to the first, he makes
several references to three major groups in the Iberian Peninsula during the
period of the taifa kingdoms—Arabs, Berbers, and Slavs (saqāliba)—and char-
acterizes them along ethnic lines.23 With respect to the third, he writes about
Ibn Naghrīla by applyingmodern terminology to amedieval situation, describ-
ing his poetry and ideology as “dati-leʾumi,”24 or national-religious, using the
modern Hebrew term that emerged at the turn of the twentieth century and
that designates thoseOrthodox Jewswho support the state of Israel as opposed
to those ultra-Orthodox who oppose it. Here Amichai does what a great many
critics do, readingmodern, state-based Zionism into the words of themedieval
poets as they grappledwith their fealty to an imagined Zion and their casting of
the al-Andaluswhere they flourished as a kind of new andmore real Zion.25 Yet
it is in the second, the incipient cultural nationalism articulated in this essay,
where we see even a very young Amichai as an iconoclast working around the
margins of the poetical, literary, and nationalist thinking of his time.

23 Amichai, “The War Poetry,” fol. 10a. Amichai draws this tripartite scheme from Schir-
mann’s article in Zion, which he references; Schirmann, in turn, draws this scheme from
Ignaz Goldziher’s “Die Shuubijja,” in his Muhammedanische Studien, 2 vols. (Halle: Max
Niemeyer, 1889–1890), 1:208–218.More recently published, for a good reading of themuluk
al-ṭawāʾif ruled by leaders belonging to each of the three ethnic-cultural groups, the polit-
ical relationships between those taifa kingdoms, and the place of ethnicity in governance,
see David J.Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall of the Party-Kings: Politics and Society in Islamic
Spain, 1002–1086 (Princeton: University Press, 1985), 24 and ff.; and chapter 6 of Hugh
Kennedy’s Muslim Spain and Portugal: A Political History of Al-Andalus (New York: Tay-
lor and Francis, 1996), 130–153; for a more extensive discussion of the ethnicity of both
the governors and the governed, see Pierre Guichard, Al-Andalus, 711–1492: Un histoire de
l’Andalousie arabe (Paris: Hachette, 2001). On explicitly ethnic tensions between Arabs
and Berbers primarily during the Umayyad period, see Janina M. Safran, Defining Bound-
aries in al-Andalus: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Islamic Iberia (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 2013). On the origin of the saqāliba in Iberia’s slave trade, seeWilliamD. Phillips,
Jr., Slavery in Medieval and Early Modern Iberia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2014), 56–57.

24 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fol. 24a.
25 This phenomenon is discussed in Tova Rosen and Eli Yassif, “The Study of Hebrew Lit-

erature of the Middle Ages: Major Trends and Goals,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish
Studies, ed. Martin Goodman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 253–255. Judah
Halevi’s explicit poetic yearnings for Zionmake him amore common subject for this kind
of presentist reading in the modern period: Perhaps the most recent example is Hillel
Halkin’s (auto)biography, Yehuda Halevi (New York: Schocken, 2010). Samuel Werses has
written about the phenomenon as early as the mid-nineteenth century.
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Scholars typically define cultural nationalism as a kind of collective iden-
tity grounded not only (or especially not) in a group’s relationship to a par-
ticular territory or state, but rather as one that coheres around a set of texts,
values, and ideas; it is often a productive framework for understanding the
ways in which the medieval Jewish communities of Spain and France artic-
ulated their cultural identity and walked the lines of their literary and com-
munity lives in relationship to each other and to others who shared some
of their linguistic, cultural, and identitary investments. As noted above, writ-
ing Arabized Hebrew poetry was the way in which intellectuals and literati
asserted themselves wholly as Andalusi Jews. Cultural nationalism is a thor-
oughly modern concept that grew out of a scholarly need at midcentury to
describe increasingly diverse and diffuse societies that grew up beginning in
the nineteenth century;26 yet it is a framework that easily defies the modern
categories of language, text, and culture in the same way that medieval litera-
ture and its writers are especially good at doing. For Amichai, geography and
colocation play amuch greater role in his vision of nationalism than is empha-
sized in conventional definitions of cultural nationalism, as we shall see below.
All the same, Amichai’s ability to alight upon cultural-nationalist insight into
Ibn Naghrīla’s place in his medieval world and the identity that he created for
himself within it, even when the concept of cultural nationalism was not yet
explicitly a part of Amichai’s intellectual universe, is indicative of his sensitiv-
ity to the issues of a complex and multifaceted but unitary identity and of his
transgressive approach to boundaries that hold back interpretation rather than
refine it.
Amichai builds upon Schirmann’s classic interpretation of Ibn Naghrīla’s

war poetry and takes his own interpretation ever farther; by drawing upon the
Marxist understanding of the figural role of the Jew and of Judaism in the his-
torical imagination, Amichai succeeds in foreshadowing the arguments of the
Tel Aviv poststructuralistswhowould turn their attention to the literature of al-
Andalus as well as the notion of “cultural nationalism” that would ultimately
become the theoretical currency in which scholars of the medieval Arabiz-
ing Hebrew poets of Spain deal. Most directly, Amichai follows Schirmann
when he writes in his final essay that Ibn Naghrīla was successful in portraying
the enemies of his Jewish nation as the same enemies of his Muslim king-
dom. Like Schirmann, Amichai demonstrates that Ibn Naghrīla consolidates
his place within his Jewish community and theMuslim court and bureaucracy

26 David Aberbach, Jewish Cultural Nationalism: Origins and Influences (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2008), 1–5.
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by using biblical terms and images to portray the enemies of the one as the
same as the enemies of the other:

Even though theNagidwas the Jewish leader of a non-Jewish army he saw
every attack on his king as an attack on his nation—an attack on Judaism
even in instances when the dispute was exclusively between two kings
from other religious nations and without any kind of anti-Jewish under-
tones; andevenwhen therewereother rationales he remainedcommitted
to that position. In his position at the king’s court, he assembled a cir-
cle of his Jewish brethren as leaders and representatives. The Jews knew
that their position would be strengthened through his successes and that
their fate was tied up with his, through his own influence and the king’s
grace.27

There was, then, in Amichai’s reading, no question about Ibn Naghrīla’s abil-
ity to defend equally “his (Jewish) nation … and his (Muslim) king” and to
articulate this dual position. Where Amichai takes his interpretation further
is through his apparently slight but tremendously deft use of punctuation,
which appears in the manuscript as it is reproduced here: “Ha-ʿantishemiyuṭʾ
shel oivav ʿazrah lo leḥaber et leʾumiyuto ha-yehudit le-neʾemanuto la-medinah
bazeh sheʿastah et oivei ʿamo (ha-yehudi) gam le-oivei malko (ha-muslimi)”
(The “anti-Semitism” of his enemies helped him to tie his Jewish nationalism
to his fidelity to the state in that it made the enemies of his (Jewish) nation
the same as the enemies of his (Muslim) king).28 All of the punctuation in this
single sentence radically alters the role that religion plays in Amichai’s writ-
ing of medieval Jewish history. Only a few sentences before this, he begins
setting up this new framework that draws a distinction between the ethnic
categories such as those he mentions early in the essay and religion(s)29 as a
category.
Amichai sets up this dismissal of a racially inflected notion of anti-Semitism

when he writes in the preceding paragraph:

27 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fol. 25a.
28 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fol. 25a.
29 Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies,

ed. Mark S. Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 269–284; and Brent Nong-
bri, Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2013).
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It is interesting that almost without realizing it, or perhaps subconscious-
ly, I began this section on the Nagid’s Judaism with a particular provo-
cation known to every Jew throughout the diaspora and that does have
its own umbrella term: anti-Semitism. This anti-Semitism, as most peo-
ple know, persists against Jews as a nation and that the flourishing of the
national movement of Zionism sought to put to an end; and this “anti-
Semitism light” (ha-antishemiyut ha-qalah) (because from a racial per-
spective (mi-beḥinah gizʿit), it cannot correctly be applied to the Nagid)
nonetheless had an impact on his frame of mind.30

In this observation, Amichai separates a racialized anti-Semitism from a more
culturally inflected anti-Judaism. In order to realize this separation, he seems
to draw upon an intellectual tradition by then already a hundred years old and
well circulated in Israel,31 namely Marxism and Marxist cultural critique.
Karl Marx’s essay, “On the Jewish Question,” a response to Bruno Bauer’s

earlier essay, “The Jewish Question,” effectively demonstrates that the rights of
Jews within a political state are the same as the rights of any man within that
state; in sum, he addresses one of the major themes of the essay, namely polit-
ical and human emancipation, by arguing that the limits that religion places
upon man in general are the same as the limits that Judaism places on a Jew
and, as such, that Jews cannot be emancipated politically until all individual
religious practice is fully separate from the state. It is worth noting here that
part of Marx’s line of argumentation separates the idea of a secular state from
a civil society and that this is a particularly attractive line of argumentation for
students of the Middle Ages. In other words, when Marx writes about religion,
diversity, and the state, he suggests that inonephaseof political development, a
kindof civil or secular society can still exist under a government that is officially
confessional. This serves scholars of theMiddle Ages, who often struggle to use
the modern terminology of nationalism, national identity, religion, and secu-
larism to describe and analyze societies in which versions of those concepts
were operative (and crucially important in historically contextualized readings
of literature and other forms of cultural production) but not in ways that cor-
responded, one-to-one, to the modern sense of the terms; a Marxist critique

30 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fols. 24a–25a.
31 On Amichai’s familiarity withMarx’s writing and its influence on his poetry, see Kronfeld,

Full Severity of Compassion, 74. HannanHevermakes reference to the influence of Marxist
criticism on Israeli reportage and fiction writing in the late 1940s and early 1950s in his
Suddenly, The Sight of War: Violence and Nationalism in Hebrew Poetry in the 1940s (Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press, 2016), 196.
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allows for a more organic integration of these ideas in a way that is reflective
of a lived Middle Ages. In the particular case of Samuel ibn Naghrīla, his war
poetry, and his relationships to his Jewish community and to his Zirid employ-
ers, we see just this set of political, religious, and civil relationships in play.
Marx goes further still, separating the notion of anti-Judaism from anti-

Semitism toward the endof the first half of his essay and throughout the second
half of it. He begins to conclude the first half of the essay by emphasizing the
difference that he had already established between the flesh-and-blood man
and the more abstract ideal of the citizen:

Man, as he is a member of civil society is taken to be the real man, man
as distinct from citizen, since he is man in his sensuous, individual and
immediate existence, whereas political man is simply abstract, artificial
man, man as an allegorical, moral person.32

In the second half of the essay, he applies this distinction to Jews in particular;
in the conclusion to the essay as a whole, he writes:

Since the real essence of the Jew is universally realized and secularized
in civil society, civil society could not convince the Jew of the unreality of
his religious essence, which is nothing more than the ideal expression of
practical need. Therefore not only in the Pentateuch and the Talmud but
also in present-day society we find the essence of the modern Jew not in
an abstract but in a supremely empirical form, not only as the narrowness
of the Jew but as the as the Jewish narrowness of society.33

In order to arrive at this conclusion, Marx, who is, of course, writing with
the goal of reshaping the economic and laboral structure of society, writes
about the Jew as the same kind of allegorical figure as the citizen, both equally
estranged from flesh-and-blood people; following on that, he apportions to the
specific allegory of the Jew the characteristics that society at large do, namely
interest in money. In order to achieve the kind of political (and ultimately eco-
nomic) emancipation that Marx desires to effect, his framework requires that
real Jews free themselves from the attributes ascribed to them by civil society
that make them this kind of figure or allegory.34 In this way, he distinguishes

32 Karl Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” in EarlyWritings, trans. Rodney Livingston and Gre-
gor Benton (New York: Penguin, 1992), 234.

33 Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” 241.
34 Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” 236–237.
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between anti-Semitism, the hatred of Jews because they are Jewish, and anti-
Judaism, the hated of a stereotypical figure of the Jew because it is a vessel for
qualities and characteristics that history and society consider to be despicable;
one is racialized and material while the other is figural. It cannot go without
mention that Marx’s approach skirts, sometimes uncomfortably closely, the
line between defining anti-Judaism and grounding it in a kind of argued truth
of the most medieval stereotypes of anti-Semitism; in fact, David Nirenberg
points out that Marx

might, for example, have askedwhy itwas thatChristianEuropeanculture
thought of capitalism as “Jewish” andwritten a critical history intended to
make his contemporaries more reflective about the association. Famous-
ly, he chose instead to exploit these habits, putting old ideas and fears
about Jewishness to a new kind of work: that of planning a world without
private property or wage labor.35

Nevertheless we can begin to appreciate, first, that by the time of Amichai’s
writing it had been possible for over a century to understand that there was a
place for religiously guided lives within a civil society guided by a contrasting
set of (confessional) principles; and second, that intellectual history already
allowed for the possibility of inveighing against Jews as symbols rather than as
Jews and that the figural Jew could be a driving force not only in understanding
history but in the course of history itself.
With this intellectual foundation established, we can return to that unusu-

ally punctuated sentence in Amichai’s essay. Through that punctuation, Ami-
chai reasserts his dismissal of a possible racialized cast to Ibn Naghrīla’s ene-
mies’ enmity toward him by placing the word anti-Semitism within quotation
marks, reinforcing the distinction between anti-Semitism and anti-Judaism,
which he terms “anti-Semitism light.” Amichai equally uses punctuation to
assert a cultural-national position fromwhich Ibn Naghrīla’s enemiesmight be
viewed from two different perspectives: By bracketing off the words Muslim
and Jewish within parentheses, Amichai makes Ibn Naghrīla a member of a
nation and a subject of a king while limiting the distance between him and
the two groups into which he was bound as well as and the distance between
those two groups themselves; simultaneously, the religious identifications are
mere apostrophe while Ibn Naghrīla’s relationships to his national commu-
nity and to his king are central. Religious difference here is a parenthetical

35 David Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism: TheWestern Tradition (New York: W.W. Norton, 2013), 4.
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afterthought that comes second to national, cultural, and political identity—
and religious hatred is sublimated to other types of conflict and competing
loyalties.

3 Cultural Nationalism, Poetry, and History in the Two Spains

We have now seen how Amichai followed Schirmann’s lead to depict Samuel
ibn Naghrīla as a political andmilitary leader who, through his poetry, was able
to integrate his individual religious practice and its communitary implications
fully with his role in civil society, even doing so in a state governed according
to confessional practices different from his own and his community’s. Yet the
original question that Amichai poses in the essay, about whether poetry is best
read in context or up close, continues to drive the national question even fur-
ther, not only across religious boundaries but also across temporal ones. And
by continuing to chip away at the borders of national-linguistic literary tradi-
tions and the distances between, them he succeeds inmaking Ibn Naghrīla the
consummate Spanish poet in very modern senses of the word and in claiming
the literary heritage of the Spanish Middle Ages as his own.
Part of Amichai’s drive to historic contextualization of themedieval Hebrew

poetry of Spain while still treating it as an aesthetic object sees him draw com-
parisons between poets across time; including Wilfred Owen, David Sassoon,
and Rainer Maria Rilke, along with the biblical psalmist, the Arab poets al-
Farazdaq and Jarīr, and the anonymous poets who recorded the wars of China
in verse. Yet the most striking of these comparisons, and the one that best
argues for a kind of cultural nationalism that pervades and defines a Jewish
Spain transposed directly and completely onto a national Spain is Amichai’s
diachronic reading of Ibn Naghrīla’s war poetry with that of his twentieth-
century counterpart Federico García Lorca, who was murdered in 1936 dur-
ing Spain’s civil war. Lorca’s own recourse to the Arabo-Islamicate past of the
Granada thatwas asmuchhis as itwas IbnNaghrīla’s iswell documented:Diván
del Tamarit, Lorca’s collection of pseudo-ghazals and pseudo-qaṣīdas, refers to,
if without directly drawing upon, Andalusi Arabic poetic forms. An introduc-
tion to the collection was written by the medieval historian and literary critic
Emilio García Gómez. García Gómez correctly points out to the lay audience
that Lorca is notwriting Andalusi ghazals and qaṣīdas but rather drawing upon
and adapting the form out of literary-cultural affinity. After defining the Arabic
literary terms that appear in Lorca’s dīwān, García Gómez writes that the neo-
qaṣīdas and neo-ghazals are still an adaptation or a cultural translation of the
original forms:
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It hardly needs to be said that García Lorca’s names for these poems—
dīwān, gacela [ghazal], qaṣīda—donot conform to the above definitions.
In that sense, they are arbitrary. But nor do I believe that it can be said—
and least of all in Lorca’s case—that this poetry has nothing in common
with those that we call Oriental … Yet, generally and fortunately, Lorca’s
poems separate themselves from Arabic verse in that they are not slaves
to the grammar but rather that grammar is their slave.36

The Arabizing Hebrew poets of Spain set themselves a different task in a dif-
ferent moment and to meet a different set of cultural and linguistic demands,
but in a certain way, Lorca’s project is like theirs: translating the form for their
audience that they might make themselves understood in the poetic vernacu-
lar. Each of Amichai’s two Spanish poets writes the modern and the medieval,
allowing a reflectionupon thework of bothpoets to informdiscussions of poet-
ics, medieval history, and modern nationalism.
Amichai’s reading draws Ibn Naghrīla into the modern Spanish canon as

much as his interpretation pulls Lorca medieval-ward; his joint reading of the
twopoets is also the clearest challenge to a single andmodernizing Eurocentric
meaning of the terms Sefaradi and Spanish. To draw the comparison between
the work of the two poets, he examines their treatment of an image that, as
noted,was of particular interest tohim, namelyweaponsof war; he cites anum-
ber of verses from the dīwān that declaim about the use of weapons in thewars
versified. And then Amichai continues, commenting:

These descriptions of weapons and of weapons in use in wartime are also
drawn, at least in part, from the tradition of Arabic poetry. Much of this
imagery serves to bring theweapons as theywere and as theywere used in
war into the mind’s eye of the reader. I have already mentioned the com-
parison that R.M. Rilke drew between curved sword blades and streams
of water running from a fountain. I am also reminded of a modern Span-
ish37 poet (meshorer sefaradi moderni) who is also associated with many
descriptions of weapons inwar. Here is a verse from a poemby F.G. Lorca:
“In the valley, the Albacete knives are engorged with the blood of the
enemy and they glisten like fish.”38 Incidentally, that is also a description

36 Emilio García Gómez, “Nota al Diván del Tamarit,” in Federico García Lorca, Diván del
Tamarit, ed. Mario Hernández (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1981), 54–55.

37 Amichai underlines the word Sefaradi in this spot.
38 Federico García Lorca, “Reyerta,” in Poema del Cante Jondo/Romancero gitano, ed. Allen

Josephs and Juan Caballero (Madrid: Cátedra, 2010), 128–129. The verses in question read:
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of a battle taking place in an olive grove. It is sublime to realize that both
the Nagid and Lorca, who lived so far apart in time, creed, and place, were
both sons of Spain, of its perspective, and its environment. This closeness
(kirvah) is moving.39

This is the trace, in blue ink, of Amichai’s moment of synchronicity40 and his
realization of theway inwhich the landscape provides not only a backdrop but
sense itself to the readers of Granada’s poetry. In a literary universe in which
religion, language, and time are secondary not to the land but to the ability
to write literature in and of the land, then it is only sensible that Ibn Naghrīla
should be read every bit as much as a Spanish poet as Lorca, and that Lorca
is, especially but not exclusively to the Hebrew-language critic, a Sefaradi poet
with no qualification. GarcíaGómez, too, appreciates that there is a connection
between Lorca and his geographic antecedents, writing:

Lorca coincides, heartfelt, with his ancestors and countrymen in his love
for Granada; and he imitates them in it. No city is so feminine as the
Islamic oneswere and none so deeply, all-encompassingly, and profound-
ly beloved by their poets … Only someone from Granada could have felt,
with such refined hyperesthesia, the proclivity toward ruins, this negli-
gent and sensual surrender that characterizes Granada against the mea-
sured Seville and the elegant Córdoba.41

Both Ibn Naghrīla and Lorca define their poetic nationalism in geographic
terms that are the background for literary articulations of their polysystemic,
local culture.
In the above-cited passage, Amichai uses the term “closeness,” kirvah, to

describe the relationship of the two poets and their poetry and to enforce the
transgressive canonicity of Samuel ibnNaghrīla in Spain,making him fully Jew-
ish, fully Andalusi, and equally, fully Spanish. This closeness is predicated upon
the geographic and thematic affinities between Lorca and IbnNaghrīla but also
invokes other kinds of relationships between texts across time and space and
does so, again, with a literary-critical lexicon that almost foreshadows the con-

“En la mitad del barranco/ las navajas de Albacete, / bellas de sangre contraria, / relucen
como los peces.”

39 Amichai, “TheWar Poetry,” fols. 14–15.
40 María Rosa Menocal,Writing in Dante’s Cult of Truth: From Borges to Boccaccio (Durham:

Duke University Press, 1991), 11–50.
41 García Gómez, “Nota,” 56.
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temporary. In an essay42 from the year 2000, the critic Franco Moretti issued a
charge to the discipline of comparative literature: to read distantly, that is, to
carry the text across and beyond the boundaries of what he saw as a shriveling
European cultural unit—and if the text itself is slightly effaced in the process
of drawing global connections, then so be it. Moretti, himself relying upon
polysystem theory, asserts that the purpose of distant reading is to challenge
the structures of national literatures in order to reject them and replace them
with a unitary world literature.43 And perhaps Amichai’s connection between
a medieval Spanish poet whose wars in the land defined his nation in Arabic
meter and rhyme and a modern Spanish poet who is aware of his own Arabic
literary heritage that is just slightly out of his reach is one of born of distant
reading, one where the cultural nationalism of the two authors matters more
than their poetry. We may say that Amichai’s cultural-poetic nationalism, like
Moretti’s distant reading, places less emphasis on language than on other fac-
tors, both geographic and cultural, but however apt, Amichai never rejects text
or the idea of nation and so this remains an unsatisfying solution that requires
that we turn to the responses to Moretti’s rejection of text.
In the years following his original publication, other critics, notable among

themEmily Apter, responded toMoretti’s charge to distant reading by rejecting
it; with the term “close reading” already taken by the New Critics, Apter coined
the term “textual closeness” to describe a practice of comparative literature
that reaffirms the centrality of language while maintaining the very polysys-
temic features of the distance of Moretti’s world literature. She identifies “the
problem left unresolved by Moretti” as “the need for a full-throttle globalism
that would valorize textual closeness while refusing to sacrifice distance”44 and
relies upon Leo Spitzer’s development of a textually grounded world literature
in the middle of the twentieth century. Amichai answers the question about
reading closely or globally and historically in a somewhat different way: stand-
ing between textual closeness and distant reading, Amichai rejects nationalism
as it operates in modern literature but is not antinational; that is, he does not
reject the concept of thenation in thewayor to the extent thatMoretti does but

42 Franco Moretti, “Conjectures on World Literature,” New Left Review 1 (2000): 54–68. Irri-
tatingly, when the article was finally published as part of a collection of essays, Moretti
would feign surprise that the theory that he intended as a joke should have been taken so
seriously by his field: Distant Reading (New York: Verso, 2013), 44.

43 Moretti, Distant Reading, relying upon Itamar Even-Zohar, “The Laws of Literary Interfer-
ence,”Poetics Today 11.1 (1990): 53–72.

44 Emily S. Apter, The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2006), 43–44.
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rather issues a medievalist challenge to the nation as it is defined.With his kir-
vah, Amichai offers a simple resolution to the question of how poetry informs
nationalist debate: the distant is close.
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chapter 8

Inscribing the Good News: The Run-Up toMark

F.E. Peters

For Ross, former colleague, permanently tenured friend

∵

The story of Jesus, it is often said, is basedonmultiple (and reliable) eye-witness
accounts. It is history, not myth. Just so: but all history is recollection. Memo-
ries were once simply what participants or eyewitnesses could recall of events.
Then came Google and Netflix and the whole complex of knows-everything
and forgets-nothing media to teach us that nothing we remembered was quite
thewaywe remembered it. Digitalized documentation, the ability to replay the
past, or simply the existence of archives, wherewe can verify the past, are, how-
ever, rare occurrences in the premodern era, most of whose records have been
long reduced to rubble and ash. So the Jesus of history, like all others of his era,
is no more than others’ memories of him and, absent his birth or death cer-
tificate, a personal memoir, or his collected correspondence, that is all there is.
Our Jesus is Jesus remembered.
The news is not all bad, however. Certain of Jesus’s followers collected and

noted down theirs and others’ recollections of him in a useful biographical
form, and thesewere set down inwriting and preserved for us remarkably close
to the remembered events. There are in fact two time elements in play in the
evaluation of ancient literary evidence: first, how close to the event that it pro-
fesses to describe was our document recorded; and second, how much time
has elapsed between that original recording and our earliest preserved copy of
it, an interval during which scribal errors and scribal emendations presumably
occurred.1 The earliest preserved literary evidence for Jesus is found in Paul’s

1 The length and breadth of what ancient scribes might do to a New Testament text in the
process of its transmission in set out in: Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament:
Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press,
1968), 186–206. Cf. also the more nuanced findings in: E.C. Colwell, “Scribal Habits in Early
Papyri: A Study in theCorruption of theText,” inTheBible inModern Scholarship, ed. J.P. Hyatt
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letters written a remarkably brief twenty years after Jesus’s passing, while the
latest recollections with a claim to eyewitness authenticity were committed to
writing in John’s Gospel nomore than seventy years after the event. The earliest
physical evidence of those records in the form of Egyptian papyrus fragments
are from the early 100s,2 and the first fully preserved texts of the literary evi-
dence for Jesus are the great parchment book-like codices called Sinaiticus and
Vaticanus from the fourth century.3
The New Testament texts are, then, remarkably early when compared to

other literary evidence from the ancient world, but what is equally notable
about the recorded memories of Jesus is that we have in the New Testament
Gospels four different versions of his life. Moreover, they appear to stand rel-
ative to one another in such a way that we are able to draw some important
conclusions about these texts’ origins.
One such conclusion is that an examination of early Christianitymust begin

not with the Gospels themselves—however inviting that might seem—but
with an investigation of the sources for the Gospels’ “reminiscences” of Jesus,
as an early writer calls them.4 The “reminiscences” enshrined in these literary
works are based on recollections of the events of Jesus’s life but, more impor-
tantly, on what Jesus said, the contents of his claim, and his message. The
authenticity of those words as they are recorded in the Gospels has been vigor-
ously debated in modern times and rests, or founders, on an understanding of
both the circumstances of Jesus’s communications and the manner and mode
of their recording. The Gospels require, then, close critical scrutiny before they

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1965), 370–389; James R. Royse, “Scribal Habits in the Transmis-
sion of New Testament Texts,” in The Critical Study of Sacred Texts, ed. Wendy Doniger O’Fla-
herty (Berkeley:GraduateTheologicalUnion, 1979), 139–161; andPeterM.Head, “Observations
on Early Papyri of the Synoptic Gospels, especially on the ‘Scribal Habits,’ ”Bib 71 (1990): 240–
247, who notes the scribal tendency to harmonize a given text with what is found in the other
Synoptics and that scribes were more likely to omit than to add something to a text.

2 Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical
Editions and to the Theory and Practice of Modern Textual Criticism, trans. Erroll F. Rhodes,
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 83–103.

3 Ibid., 107–109; Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its
Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005),
62–69. Some have argued that these expensively produced codices were the byproduct of the
emperor Constantine’s order to Bishop Eusebius to produce fifty carefully prepared parch-
ment Bibles for distribution to the Christian centers of the Empire: Eusebius, Life of Constan-
tine 4.36 and cf. Theodore Skeat, “The Codex Sinaiticus, the Codex Vaticanus and Constan-
tine,” JTS 50 (1999): 583–625.

4 The term apomnemoneumata frequently occurs in the writings of the early Christian writer
Justin Martyr, ca. 150CE. See Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and
Development (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1990), 37–40.
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can be exploited as sources for Jesus’s teachings and so for Christian doctrine.
Jesus’s words did not pass directly from hismouth intoMark’s Gospel: between
Jesus’s spokenword and our receivedGospel texts stand a number of distorting
filters created in the course of the performance, translation, transcription, and
redaction of those words.
A primary filter arises from the very nature of oral performance. While it

may sound odd to modern ears to hear Jesus described as a “performer,” that is
exactly what he was—being also the disciple of an even more theatrical per-
former, John the Baptist—and the statements that constitute hismessagewere
part of his performances. Jesuswas both apreacher and a teacher; his views, the
core of what later became Christianity, were expressed multiple times as pub-
lic sermons in large open-air venues on hillsides and shorelines; as preaching
in village synagogues; as debates, public and private, with Pharisees and their
scribes; as impromptu remarks on the streets of Galilean towns or in people’s
homes; and as private instruction to his closest followers.5
It should be noted that our Gospels, all theology apart, give a misleading

picture of Jesus’s career as an itinerant oral preacher. His public teaching, his
aphorisms, sermons, and parables, are all presented dramatically in a series of
once and for all cameos, as if he said this here and that there. The story of Jesus
is unfolded serially, in a consecutive narrative where one unique event follows
another.Thatmanner of presentation is literary; the reality,weknow,musthave
been quite different. Moreover, there is no record of an actual Jesus sermon
in the Synoptic Gospels:6 what their editors designate as such (as, for exam-
ple, the famous “Sermon on the Mount”) are edited collections of aphorisms
bearing little resemblance to the more genuine sermons represented, albeit in
condensed form, in the Acts of the Apostles. Jesus preached, certainly, but the
evidence is considerable that his preferred rhetorical media for communicat-
ing hismessage was the pithy aphorism and the parable, the latter an extended
comparison (“The Kingdom of Heaven is like …”) that often emerges as a very
short story carrying a distinct, though not always obvious, moral point.7

5 On Jesus’s public performances, see D.E. Nineham, The Gospel of St. Mark (London: Penguin,
1992), 23–24.

6 Jesus is portrayed as a voluble sermonizer and lecturer in John’s Gospel, but this mode of
expression flies in the face of all the evidence in the other Gospels. It is far more likely that it
was “John” himself who converted Jesus’s views into sermons and in so doing rendered them
useless for reconstructing Jesus’s actual words. See John P. Meier, AMarginal Jew: Rethinking
the Historical Jesus. Volume One: The Roots of the Problem and the Person (New York: Double-
day, 1991), 53n1.

7 Three classic studies are: C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (New York: Scribner, 1961);
Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (London: SCM Press, 1972); and Norman
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The crucial point here, however, is that Jesus’s aphorisms, parables, and dis-
appeared sermons were all delivered, or performed, orally; there is nothing to
suggest that Jesus, whomaywell have been functionally literate, committed his
message towriting.8 If we are not entirely surewhat Jesus actually said, we now
know why, for the twentieth century has industriously unlocked the mysteries
of oral performance andoral transmission.9The oral performer, as Jesus unmis-
takably was, composed as he spoke (or sung), relying on concrete thinking and
themnemonic tool of formulaic expressions. Moreover, the performer repeats,
and, though the content remains essentially the same, the expression of each
performance varies.
Like all performers—bards, prophets, preachers, teachers, and politicians—

Jesus delivered his public remarks, his “message,” more than once and in differ-
ent settings and to different audiences. Jesus, then, like his fellow performers,
repeated his message of the kingdom on many occasions, and each particular
performance varied according to time, place, and audience, whether learned
or local, friendly, neutral, or hostile, and (in the case of his followers) Jew or
gentile.10 This repetition provided an opportunity formemorization, but it also
meant that no two performances were identical. It is one or more of these per-

Perrin, Jesus and the Language of the Kingdom: Symbol and Metaphor in New Testament
Interpretation (London: SCM Press, 1976).

8 “Not a writer himself, he [Jesus] apparently never instructed his followers to record his
words and the story of his life and death … There is no hard evidence that any of his
personal followers committed his living words to the confining space of papyrus and
parchment”:WernerH.Kelber,TheOral and theWrittenGospel:TheHermeneutics of Speak-
ing andWriting in the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1983), 21.

9 Important and instructive works out of a rather large literature include: Albert B. Lord,
The Singer of Tales, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000); Walter J. Ong,
Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of theWord (London: Routledge, 1991); JohnMiles
Foley, The Theory of Oral Composition: History and Methodology (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988); Joanna Dewey, ed., Orality and Textuality in Early Christian Liter-
ature, Semeia 65 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1994); Tom Thatcher, ed., Jesus,
the Voice, and the Text: Beyond the Oral and the Written Gospel (Waco: Baylor University
Press, 2008). Albert Lord (somewhat unadvisedly perhaps) extended his theorizing to
the Gospels, thinking that they too showed distinct signs of oral composition: see Lord,
“The Gospels as Oral Traditional Literature,” in The Relationships Among the Gospels: An
InterdisciplinaryDialogue, ed.WilliamO.Walker, Jr. (SanAntonio: TrinityUniversity Press,
1978), 33–91. His findings did not provoke much assent: Werner H. Kelber, “Jesus and Tra-
dition: Words in Time,Words in Space,” in Dewey, Orality and Textuality, 160–161.

10 On the creative role of the audience in oral performance, see Kelber,Oral and theWritten,
14–15; and on repetitive performances, Arland Dean Jacobson, The First Gospel: An Intro-
duction to Q (Sonoma: Polebridge, 1992).
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formances that his followers, the primary tradents of his message, heard and,
we must believe, heard somewhat differently on occasion. What they remem-
bered and recorded and what we read in the Gospels may be the gleanings
of one particular performance or, more likely, a composite of many of them.
Jesus’s exact words vanish behind the modalities of oral performance and oral
transmission.11
The sayings that have come down to us represent what Jesus may have

said on a single instance and what he put somewhat differently to a different
audience on another occasion. Speakers without the benefit of reading texts
or teleprompters tailor their remarks to the audience and the occasion, and
there is no reason to think that Jesus was any different. The Gospels show the
exchanges between Jesus and the Pharisees as heated, but we are given few
other indications of the mood and tone of Jesus’s preaching. What we have
is a single version of the Beatitudes—the differences between Matthew’s and
Luke’s versions seem to be the result of those authors’ own editing—whichwas
doubtless a set piece that Jesus presented, like a politician’s stump speech, in
somewhat differing versions to varying audiences in varying settings.What the
Gospels give us, thus, is one single oral performance out of many on the same
subject or, equally plausibly, a single, conflated “literary” version of repeated
pronouncements on a subject that have been filtered through many ears and
many memories.
The Gospels were not, however the first recorded memories of Jesus. As

already noted, Paul in his letters was reflecting on Jesus in the early 50s, but
even before Paul some members of his audience—we know not who, per-
haps the most devoted believers, perhaps members of his inner circle of the
Twelve—undertook tomemorize one or other of the versions of what they had
heard fromthemouthof thismanwhomthey called “Master.”Theirmotivemay
have beennone other thanpersonal edification, or perhaps for the “conversion”
or instruction of others. In this latter case, the memorization is likely to have
been of a collection of sayings that were thought to embody Jesus’s message in
somemore or less comprehensive form. If so, some attempt at redactionwould
be likely: the logia would have been organized and arranged to create an arti-
fact that differed in somedegree from theoriginal. Another intentionhad, then,
come into play and imposed itself on the Jesus original.
The content of those collections of Jesus’s sayings continued to circulate

orally long after many of them had been incorporated into the Gospels,12 and
they turn up in bits and pieces as citations in the writings of later Christian

11 Kelber, “Jesus and Tradition,” 140–153.
12 On the oral milieu of Jesus and his followers, see Kelber, Oral and the Written, 17, 21; on
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authors. But what appears to be our best evidence for an actual pre-Gospel
collection of Jesus’s sayings seems to be the so-called Q (from German Quelle,
“source”), the name thatmodern scholarship has given to a hypothetical collec-
tion of Jesus’s sayings reconstructed from the 235 verses not found inMark but
shared, in near identical form, by Matthew and Luke.13 Our reconstructed Q
was a Greek text, since it is quoted as such inMatthew and Luke, and the same
appears to be true of another seemingly early collection of Jesus’s sayings that
lies behind the Greek original of the Gospel of Thomas, a work not included in
the New Testament.14
Our reconstructed Q is both mysterious and opaque. We have little idea

of when, where, or why it was composed: perhaps Galilee for its geographic
origin,15 while its date has been placed anywhere from 30CE (that is, almost
immediately after Jesus’s death), to sometime after the fall of Jerusalem in 70, or
more generally any time before Matthew and Luke used it in the 80s.16 Though
it is agreed that the document as awhole is organized tomake certain theologi-
cal points,17 there is no certitude as to what those apparently conflicting points
are.
One solution to that conflict, and one thatmakesQ very difficult to date, and

indeed to construe, is the attempt on the part of some to demonstrate that Q
was a redacted or edited document. Redaction criticism did not begin with Q
of course: certain anomalies in a given text, in the book of Genesis for exam-
ple, had long ago prompted scholars to posit the activity of a not very skillful

the “unwritten sayings,” David E. Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1987), 71; and on their value to the historian, Meier,
Marginal Jew, 112–113.

13 The literature is by now immense, but the entire story of Q, its supposed redactional
history (see below), and what are thought to be its considerable consequences for the
composition of the Gospels are put forward in John S. Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating
Q: The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000). For a
brief but pointed critique of the very hypothesis of Q, see James D.G. Dunn, Jesus Remem-
bered (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 148–149.

14 The Greek original of Thomas is represented only in some papyrus fragments. The entire
text in Coptic translation was unearthed in a third-century manuscript discovered at Nag
Hammadi in Egypt. On the discovery, see James M. Robinson, ed. The Nag Hammadi
Library in English (San Francisco: Harper, 1988), 22–26; on the Gospel of Thomas, ibid.,
124–138. The date and relevance of Thomas is still being robustly debated:Meier,Marginal
Jew, 124–139.

15 Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 164–165.
16 Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q, 80–87; Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 159.
17 Dieter Lührmann, “The Gospel of Mark and the Sayings Collection Q,” JBL 108 (1989): 58–

59, has drawn up a list of agreed propositions regarding Q, the third of which is that “Q is
not a mere collection” but “evidences specific theological features.”
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editor. Varying themes in the text then provide clues as to the agenda of the
putative editor(s) and prompt contemporary editors to attempt to sort out the
base document and its different additions and/or emendations.18
So it iswithQ.19 Simply put, the reconstructeddocumentwe callQ is thought

to have begun as a collection of Jesus’s “sapiential sayings” (designated as Q1)
that occur in “six analogously structured instructional units.” These units were
then scattered throughout Q as a result of a later editorial hand adding new
“polemical materials directed against both the impenitence of ‘this genera-
tion’ ” and, more pointedly, the hypocrisy of the Pharisees.20 These are chiefly
prophetic and apocalyptic sayings cast in the form of chreias21 and introduce
the book of Daniel’s image of “the Son of Man” (Dan 7:13, 8:27) as an apoca-
lyptic figure with whom Jesus is identified.22 The product of this redaction,
which Matthew seems to have used in composing his Gospel, may be called
Q2. Finally, to complete the composition of our Q, there was added, between
John the Baptist’s prediction of the one to come and the beginning of Jesus’s
ministry, the account of Jesus’s temptation by Satan. This Q3 is not a saying
but a narrative, a story, and it may signal the beginning of the effort to narra-
tivize Jesus’s sayings into a biography, a process that comes to term in Mark’s
Gospel.23
If such a redactional process is granted, we are confronted with some con-

clusions that are at odds with what we find in Paul and the Gospels and, in

18 John S. Kloppenborg, The Formation of Q: Trajectories in AncientWisdomCollections (Phil-
adelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 92.

19 Koester, AncientChristianGospels, 133, has set out thebasic assumptions in the reconstruc-
tion of Q. John Kloppenborg is the current chief advocate of Q’s redaction and his theory
unfolds in his Formation of Q andThe Shape of Q: Signal Essays on the Sayings (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress Press: 1994). For all things Q, there is now: Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q,
113–133, 163–165, with comments on the history of its editing. A somewhat different recon-
struction of the redaction of Q appears in Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 162–171. For
a brief but pointed critique of the application of redaction criticism to Q, see Dunn, Jesus
Remembered, 152–156.

20 John S. Kloppenborg, “ ‘Easter Faith’ and the Sayings Gospel Q,” The Apocryphal Jesus and
Christian Origins, Semeia 49, ed. Ron Cameron (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 71–99.

21 A chreia is defined in the ancient handbooks on rhetoric as “a concise andpointed account
of something said and done, attributed to some particular person”: Richard Bauckham,
Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2006), 214–217.

22 This identification must have been in general circulation, however, since Mark incorpo-
rated the Son of Man figure into his Gospel in exactly the same eschatological role (cf.
Mark 13:14, 14:62). Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q, 388–391; Koester, Ancient Christian
Gospels, 165–166.

23 Kloppenborg, “Easter Faith,” 84–85.
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short, with what came to be thought of as Christianity.24 If we accept Q1 as a
distinct document reflecting the views of a group of Jesus’s followers, this lat-
ter group apparently regarded their master as a wise man who provided moral
guidance for those who would listen and to his close followers, teaching about
discipleship and ministry. They had, however, no inkling of his teaching on
the end time. Q2 then would reflect the beliefs of a different group, or per-
haps those of a more enlightened or more instructed version of the original
Q1 community. Whoever they were, they regarded Jesus as a prophet on they
Israelite model who, like the biblical prototypes, would suffer grievous pun-
ishment, even death. And they were thoroughly instructed on Jesus’s urgent
teachings about the judgment and the end time.
Yet setting aside the redaction theories and accepting all the sayings inQas a

record of Jesus’s sayings collected by a single, none too fastidious editor, we are
nonetheless left with the astonishing fact that the person who assembled the
collection, and the audience that heard it, accepted a presentation of Jesus that
was either unaware or took no notice of Jesus’s crucifixion and resurrection. As
already noted, it is hard to imagine that theywere unaware of those events, and
so it is possible that they simply regarded Jesus’s execution as another example
of the fate of God’s prophets and messengers, a reading that casts the impor-
tance of the document back onto the moral teaching that Q records.25
However we construe Q, two important things are clear. First, it must have

been in fairly wide circulation—as wide as Mark’s Gospel was—since both
Matthew and Luke, and presumably their congregations, had accepted it.26

24 Jacobson, First Gospel, 2–4; Burt L. Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Ori-
gins (San Francisco: Harper, 1994), 4–11.

25 Q’s presentation of Jesus solely as a teacher and as a prophet has found an attentive audi-
ence in modern scholarship, which has veered away from the traditional Gospel-based
portrait of Jesus and has extrapolated something quite different from Q1. There is very
little contemporary interest in the imminent eschatology that is found in Q2 and that so
concerned Paul, and seemingly Jesus himself. For many (chiefly academics), Jesus is now
a Galilean sage, a social reformer, perhaps even a near-Cynic philosopher and/or a radi-
cal peasant revolutionary. See the survey of the views of some representative scholars in
Marcus J. Borg, Jesus inContemporary Scholarship (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International,
1994). Borg notices “whatmaybe a paradigm shift in our understanding of Jesus andChris-
tian origins, namely the paradigm of imminent eschatology … has seriously eroded, and
a new paradigm has become at least equally strong within the discipline: Jesus as a wis-
dom figure and social prophet.” Ibid., x. Notably, the early post-Gospel Christians, who
had no hesitation in retouching the evangelical portrait of Jesus, never reconfigured him
as simply a Q-style sage.

26 What is odd, however, is that no one of that era seems to have heard of the reconstructed
collection of Jesus sayings we call Q.
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Thus Q would have been regarded as “orthodox,” so far as that notion was
understood among mid-first-century believers. Second, if there was indeed
such a document behind Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, it demonstrates that
the understanding of Jesus was already being shaped early on. The Q collec-
tion, and others like it that we do not possess or cannot construct,27 repre-
sent a choice of which Jesus sayings to include and how to organize them,
even if we are now unsure of the precise shape and point of that organiza-
tion.
Paul seems to prefer the opposite end of the spectrum of early Christian

conceptions of Jesus from that found in Q. He gives scant notice to Jesus the
wise teacher or Jesus the prophet; rather, he sees the primary importance of
Jesus in his willing self-sacrifice, according to God’s plan, for the redemption
of humankind and his subsequent vindication through his resurrection and
return.28 The Gospels, for their part, are inclusive of both positions: they faith-
fully record Jesus’s teachings, many of them taken from Q and other such
sayings collections, while at the same time bringing Jesus’s death front and
center through a detailed passion narrative.29 And finally, the Gospels cele-
brate the risen Jesus through vivid accounts of his postresurrection appear-
ances.
There was, then, not merely writing about Jesus before the appearance of

Mark’s Greek Gospel in the 60s or 70s, but editing, organizing, and arrang-
ing of that writing. Q is our best evidence, but the highly detailed and fin-
ished accounts of Jesus’s arrest, trial, and execution that appear in the Gospels
strongly indicate the existence of a written, pre-Markan passion narrative,30
and the evidence from John’s Gospel suggests that there may have been a

27 There were almost certainly just such collections in pre-Gospel circulation since similar
oral material is reproduced in Mark’s Gospel and in the Gospel attributed to Thomas:
Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels, 287–288. However, in this latter case, unlike the case
of Q, the Jesus sayings seem to be arranged “without rhyme or reason.”

28 This is the same Pauline emphasis (though shorn of most of its theology) that we find in
Acts’ presentation of the earliest apostolic preaching. An argument for its authenticity is
the fact that Luke knew of Jesus “the teacher” from Q and elsewhere, and presented him
thusly in full in his Gospel, but nonetheless did not put him in the apostles’ mouths in the
early chapters of Acts.

29 The Gospels are aware of Jesus’s identification as a prophet: cf. Matt 16:14.
30 The arguments are reviewed in John R. Donahue, “Introduction: From Passion Traditions

to Passion Narrative,” in The Passion in Mark: Studies on Mark 14–16, ed. Werner H. Kel-
ber and John R. Donahue (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 8–16; Marion L. Soards, “The
Question of a Pre-Markan Passion Narrative,” Appendix IX in The Death of the Messiah:
FromGethsemane to the Grave, by Raymond E. Brown, 2 vols. (NewYork: Doubleday, 1994),
2:1492–524.



172 peters

written collection of Jesus’s miracles as well.31 It must have been at a very
early point, indeed likely during Jesus’s own lifetime, that his words, uttered
in his native Aramaic and perhaps with a very distinctive Galilean accent (cf.
Matt 26:73),32 were memorized, not always accurately, most as single, aphoris-
tic utterances, some perhaps as clusters, and then repeated, again, not always
accurately, among the brethren.33 They were then translated into vernacular
(Koine) Greek, a language already familiar to some of his original followers and
perhaps to Jesus himself.34 Yet “translation” may be the wrong, altogether too
formal, word to describe what took place.35 It is more than likely that some
of Jesus’s audience heard him (more than once) in Aramaic and remembered
or recounted to others in Greek what they had heard, either because that lan-
guage was more familiar to them or to those they were addressing.36 Thus the

31 Sara C.Winter, “Little Flags: The Scope andReconstruction of the Signs Gospel,” in Jesus in
Johannine Tradition, ed. Robert T. Fortna and TomThatcher (Louisville:Westminster John
Knox Press, 2001), 219–235.

32 Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q, 72–80, and 340–343 on the possibility of an Aramaic
original for Q.

33 On the defects of memory in this context, see Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus Before the Gospels:
How the Earliest Christians Remembered, Changed, and Invented their Stories of the Sav-
ior (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2016).

34 As inscriptions and other evidence bear witness, Greek was relatively commonplace
in the wider circle of Palestinian Jews, and particularly in Jerusalem and Galilee. See
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Languages of Palestine in the First Century AD,” in A Wander-
ing Aramean: Collected Aramaic Essays (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979), 29–56; Robert
H. Stein, The Synoptic Problem: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987), 208–209. On
Greek inGalilee, Scott D. Charlesworth notes that “it is likely that some of theTwelvewere
productive bilinguals, that Jesus himself could also have known Greek”: Charlesworth,
“TheUse of Greek in Early RomanGalilee: The Inscriptional EvidenceRe-Examined,” JSNT
38 (2016): 383. See also Albert L. Lukaszewski, “Issues Concerning the Aramaic Behind ὁ
υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου: A Critical Review of Scholarship,” in ‘Who is This Son of Man?’: The Lat-
est Scholarship on a Puzzling Expression of the Historical Jesus, ed. Larry W. Hurtado and
Paul L. Owen (NewYork: T&TClark, 2011), 1–27. Not only is Jesus portrayed speakingGreek
in the Gospels, when citing the Jewish Scriptures he quotes neither the Hebrew text nor
an Aramaic targum-translation, but instead the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Bible
popular in this period in the Jewish diaspora. See Karen H. Jobes and Moisés Silva, Invi-
tation to the Septuagint (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 193–195. On the richly embroidered
Egyptian origins of this translation, ibid., 29–44.

35 Or perhaps not: one very early account of the origin of Mark’s Gospel describes Mark
as the apostle Peter’s hermêneutes, a word that can mean “translator” as well as “inter-
preter.” The former sense would have Mark slowly translating Peter’s Aramaic, or perhaps
broken Greek reminiscences into amore literary Koine. See Bauckham, Jesus and the Eye-
witnesses, 205–210.

36 Translation is another filter through which a given source passes. Apropos the narrative
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Aramaic Jesus, who then disappears forever, is translated, and so transformed,
into the permanent, Greek historical Jesus.
As already noted, our hypothesized Q was not only in Greek: it was also

a written text as Matthew’s and Luke’s use attests. Thus, at some point, vari-
ous memorized sayings of Jesus, now in Greek and now arranged by someone
into a collectionwith a perceptible organic unity andpurpose, were committed
to writing by person or persons unknown, possibly in Galilee itself,37 in some
urban area like Jerusalem, the center of Israel’s scribal culture,38 or possibly in
the same Syrian hellenized setting whereMark’s Gospel was composed.39 That
passage from oral memory to written text raises another substantial accuracy
filter between the original speaker and the listener who will slowly morph into
a reader.
Literacy was a rare achievement in the ancient world, but familiarity with

writing was relatively widespread in Israel.40 Though the ability to read text
was spread across the upper social classes of the population (the same stra-
tum that knew and used Greek), writing itself, i.e., the production as opposed
to the consumption of texts, was primarily and almost exclusively the work
of scribes: the soferim of Jewish literature generally and the grammateis who
appear throughout the Gospels. In Israel, the scribes were not merely a profes-
sional guild, whose work and workshop have been preserved at Qumran near
the shore of the Dead Sea,41 but a class in the social and political sense.42

proclivities of the translators of the Septuagint, see John A. Beck, Translators as Story-
tellers: A Study in Septuagint Translation Technique (New York: Lang, 2000).

37 “It is likely … that some of the earliest Jesus tradition might have been transmitted in
Greek”: Charlesworth, “Use of Greek,” 383.

38 On literacy as principally an urban phenomenon, see Kelber, Oral and the Written, 17–
18; and on scribal culture, Vernon K. Robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse:
Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (London: Routledge, 1996), 80–81.

39 On a gentile, and so hellenized congregation in Syria as the backdrop for the composi-
tion of Mark’s Gospel, see: Joel Marcus,Mark 1–8: A NewTranslation with Introduction and
Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 33–37.

40 Thomas E. Boomershine, “Jesus of Nazareth and the Watershed of Ancient Orality and
Literacy,” in Dewey, Orality and Textuality, 13–16; Joanna Dewey, “Textuality in an Oral
Culture: A Survey of the Pauline Traditions,” in Dewey, Orality and Textuality, 44; and,
more specifically, Catherine Hezser, Jewish Literacy in Roman Palestine (Tübingen: Mohr-
Siebeck, 2001).

41 The Qumran evidence for scribal practices in the Israel of Jesus’s day have been sorted
out and analyzed in Emanuel Tov, Scribal Practices and Approaches Reflected in the Texts
Found in the Judean Desert (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

42 Anthony J. Saldarini, Pharisees, Scribes andSadducees inPalestinianSociety (GrandRapids:
Eerdmans, 2001), 241–276.
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Thoughwe have a good deal of important information on the editorial prac-
tices of first-century scribes, we know little or nothing about the narrower
issue that emerges in study of the Gospels: how contemporary Jews committed
remembered speech to writing. The conversion from oral speech into a Greek
text like the hypothesized Q would have been difficult work at best, as it still
is, and, failing local stenographic skills, the conversion from oral to written was
generally achieved by slow dictation on the part of a speaker to someone, at
best a professional scribe, at worst someone with a more than rudimentary
ability to write.
In the Gospels’ instance, that “speaker” is unlikely to have been Jesus him-

self. Jeremiah had his scribe Baruch who transcribed as the prophet dictated
(Jer 34:6), but there is no evidence that Jesus had such an amanuensis or that
he dictated his remarks to anyone. We know students took notes “live” (apo
phônês), as theGreeks described it, at their professors’ lectures, generally in the
formal setting of a lecture hall or classroom.43While Jesus was called “teacher”
(didaskalos) and his followers “disciples” or “students” (mathêtai), the practice
was rabbinic rather than academic;44 his public venues were open-air gather-
ings, large and small, and synagogues. The transcription of Jesus’s sayings likely
took place, then, at a remove from the time and place of their pronouncement.
Certain oral pronouncements of Jesus, which had been memorized, in Greek,
as we have seen, by one or more of the believers, were then repeated, slowly,
for transcription by someone with scribal skills, an anonymous figure like the
other scribes of that era.
But all the evidence from Qumran loudly declares that the Israelite scribes

were not mere transcribers or copyists but active and even aggressive editors
of even the most sacred of texts. And so, if the conversion of Jesus’s sayings
from an oral recollection into a written Greek text represented by the (hypo-
thetical) textual Q was the work of a scribe, so too was its organization, its
narrative insertions like the story of the centurion’s slave (Luke 7:1–10) and
the other additions and emendations that modern study of Q has detected in
it.45

43 M. Richard, “Apo phônês,”Byzantion 20 (1950): 191–222.
44 Cf. Matt 26:25; John 1:38; 3:2. On the usages of these terms, see Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard

Friedrich, eds.,Theological Dictionary of theNewTestament: Abridged inOneVolume, trans.
and abridged GeoffreyW. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 164 (didaskalos) and
559–562 (mathêtês).

45 Kloppenborg, Formation of Q; Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q. Tracing the redactional
history of a hypothetical document is, of course, a fraught enterprise.
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If oral preaching of the type reflected, though not reproduced, in the early
sermons in Acts, was the model or, perhaps better, the starting point for the
literary biographical Gospel, the oral kerygma of the first believers also left
its unmistakable mark on the new genre of the good news.46 The point of
the sermon was to enlighten and, more fundamentally, to persuade, and that
remained the principal aim of the Gospel form. What began as distinct frag-
ments of Jesus memories were wrought in the apostolic sermon as a cohesive
rhetorical formwhose goal was, as in all such, tomove listeners to belief, in this
instance belief that Jesus of Nazareth was both Messiah and Lord who would
achieve salvation for Israel.
The Gospels, while ostensibly biographies, still carry this rhetorical strain in

their DNA. The argument and the “evidence” for Jesus’s claims are stillmuch the
same in theGospels as thoseput forward in the early sermons: namely, the Jesus
events and their scriptural underpinning. In the Gospels, however, the arrange-
ment is more literary, thematerial more anecdotal, and the scriptural supports
far more explicit; and there is, moreover, an extended and detailed biograph-
ical narrative arranged in chronological order. But it is not mere narrative; in
the new Gospel form there is a renewed emphasis on Jesus’s teaching that is
recollected in the form of aphorisms and parables. Earlier sayings sources, oral
or written like Q, have been put to extensive use, but now no longer as antholo-
gies. In the Gospels, that same instructional material has been converted into
chronological narrative, not terribly skillfully, by bundling sayings into groups
and providing some scant local context and a chronological link—“and then,”
“on the next day,” “on the Sabbath”—between them.
Paul was aware that the various versions of the good news being preached

in the mid-50s might be quite different one from the other, depending on the
preacher. This situation was already leading to confusion and even sectarian-
ism in Christian communities. It was a condition that Paul attempted to quell
by insisting that, despite the different versions, there was really but one single
Gospel of Jesus Christ (Gal 1:6–12). And if therewas any doubt about the others,
Paul suggested measuring their teaching against his own, which came to him
directly from the Lord. It was not, obviously, an entirely practical suggestion.
The problem began to be solved—and others raised—with the appearance

of the written gospels, which began to circulate in the new codex form by
the beginning of the second century.47 The good news was now committed to

46 James D.G. Dunn, ANew Perspective on Jesus:What the Quest for the Historical JesusMissed
(London: SPCK, 2005), 42–53.

47 Writing was normally committed to rolls (volumina) of parchment, the codex bound
together sheets of papyri at one edge in the manner of a modern book. The papyrus
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writing and so enjoyed a somewhat higher degree of fixity than the preached
versions echoing from one end of theMediterranean to the other. More impor-
tantly, the literary good news presented another, quite different approach to
Jesus. While the preached versions seem to have provided little or no informa-
tion about the person of Jesus, the new written Gospel was all about the man.
It was clearly the same Jesus, and it invoked the same argument of his fulfill-
ment of Biblical prophecy to demonstrate that he was indeed the promised
Messiah. But the new Gospel was much more besides. It reported Jesus’s own
teachings regarding the kingdom in his own words, it highlighted his miracles,
and it cast an emphatic narrative light of Jesus’s sufferings and death and their
significance; and it validated by eyewitness testimony Jesus’s miraculous resur-
rection from the dead.
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chapter 9

Fifteenth-Century Hebrew Literature:
Some Reflections on Textual Transmission for a
Modern Edition

Arturo Prats Oliván

One of the things that remains to be done in medieval Hebrew philology is
the preparation of an edition of the literary corpus (both poetry and prose)
from fifteenth-century Iberia, particularly the Kingdomof Aragon. These poets
belonged to a literary movement that called itself a “circle or group of poets”1
organized in the city of Zaragoza around the figure of Shelomo de Piera2 and
his disciple, DonVidal ben Labi.3 Among themembers of this groupweremany
of the foremost Jewish intellectuals of the day, such as Ashtruk Rimokh, who
converted to Christianity and took the name Françesc de Sant Jordi.4 One of

1 About this movement, see: Ángel Sáenz-Badillos and Judit Targarona Borrás, “La creación
poética de los judíos aragoneses,” in Aragón Sefarad, ed. Alfredo Romero Santamaría and
MiguelÁngelMotisDolader, 2 vols. (Zaragoza:DiputacióndeZaragoza, 2005), 1:467–483; Ray-
mondP. Scheindlin, “SecularHebrewPoetry in Fifteenth-Century Spain,” inCrisis andCreativ-
ity in the SephardicWorld, 1391–1648, ed. Benjamin R. Gampel (NewYork: Columbia University
Press, 1997), 25–37; Scheindlin, “TheHebrewQasida in Spain,” inQasida Poetry in Islamic Asia
and Africa, ed. Stefan Sperl and Christopher Shackle, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 1:121–135.

2 On this poet, see: Judit Targarona Borrás, “El Dīwān de Šelomoh ben Meshulam de Piera:
Estado de la cuestión,” in Jewish Studies at the Turn of the Twentieth Century: Proceedings of
the 6th EAJS Congress, Toledo, July 1998, ed. Judit Targarona Borrás and Angel Sáenz-Badillos, 2
vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 1:541–551; Targarona Borrás, “Correspondencia literaria entre Vidal
Abenvenist y Salomón de Piera según el Dîwân de De Piera,” in Actes del II Congrés per a
l’Estudidels Jueus enTerritorisdeLlenguaCatalana (Barcelona: Institut Europeude laMediter-
rània, 2005), 289–308; Judit Targarona Borrás and Tirza Vardi, “Literary Correspondence
Between Vidal Abenvenist and Solomon de Piera,” REJ 167 (2008): 405–509; Judit Targarona
Borrás and Raymond P. Scheindlin, “Literary Correspondence between Vidal Benvenist ben
Lavi and Solomon ben Meshulam de Piera,”REJ 160 (2001): 61–133.

3 Also of note was Vidal (Yosef) Abenvenist ben Labi (Gonzalo) de la Caballeria. On this poet
see Targarona Borrás and Scheindlin, “Literary Correspondence”; Targarona Borrás andVardi,
“Literary Correspondence,” 410–412 regarding his name identification.

4 For this poet, see: Ḥayyim Schirmann, The History of Hebrew Poetry in Christian Spain and
Southern France (Hebrew), ed., supplemented, and annotated by Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem:
Magnes Press, 1997), 614–617; FrankTalmage, “The Françesc de Sant Jordi—SolomonBonafed
Letters,” in Studies inMedieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. Isadore Twersky (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1979), 337–364.
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the youngestmembers of the group, ShelomoBonafed,5 kept the literary legacy
of its founders alive for many years after they converted to Christianity at the
time of the Disputation of Tortosa.6 This corpus of prose and poetry is one of
the most extensive from the Middle Ages and yet did not receive the attention
it deserved from scholars until well into the twentieth century.
Although there are editions of some texts by authors such as Shelomo

Bonafed, Shelomo de Piera, and Vidal ben Labi,7 the majority of texts remain
unpublished. In the second half of the twentieth century, there was increased
interest in this literary period thanks to the work of scholars such as Ángel
Sáenz-Badillos and Judit Targarona Borrás,8 among others,9 and,more recently,
the work of Ram ben Shalom on Yom Tov ben Ḥana (Abenhanya).10 Unfortu-
nately, to date, the number of texts that remain in manuscript is still greater
than those that can be read in published editions. Tomake themknown in their
entirety is, as I commented at the beginning of this essay, one of the future chal-
lenges of medieval Hebrew literary studies.

5 For this poet see: AbrahamGross, “The Poet Solomon Bonafed and the Events of His Gen-
eration” (Hebrew), in The Frank Talmage Memorial Volume, ed. Barry D. Walfish (Haifa:
Haifa University, 1993), 35–61; Ana María Bejarano Escanilla, “Shelomoh Bonafed, poeta
y polemista hebreo (s. XIV–XV)” (PhD diss, Universidad de Barcelona, 1989); Bejarano
Escanilla, “Selomoh ben Reuben Bonafed, poeta y polemista,”Anuari de Filologia. Secció E.
Estudis hebreus i arameus 14 (1991): 87–101; Ángel Sáenz-Badillos, “Selomoh Bonafed at
the Crossroad of Hebrew and Romance Cultures,” in Encuentros y Desencuentros: Spanish
Jewish Cultural Interaction Throughout History, ed. C. Carrete Parrondo, M. Dascal, F. Már-
quez Villanueva, and A. Sáenz-Badillos (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Publishing Projects,
2000), 343–379; Sáenz-Badillos, “Šĕlomoh Bonafed, último gran poeta de Sĕfarad, y la poe-
sía hebrea,” eHumanista: Journal of Iberian Studies 2 (2002): 1–22; Sáenz-Badillos, “Strophic
Poems in the dīwān of Šĕlomoh Bonafed” (Hebrew), in Studies in Hebrew Literature of the
Middle Ages and Renaissance in Honor of Professor YonahDavid, ed. Tova Rosen and Avner
Holtzman, Teʿuda 19 (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 2002), 21–46.

6 The Disputation of Tortosa (1412–1413) was an event orchestrated by Pope Benedict XIII
andYehoshua ha-Lorqui (Pablo de SantaMaría), and supported by King Fernando, to con-
vert Jews of the kingdom through debate. Don Vidal ben Labi de la Caballeria converted
during the Disputation and Shelomo de Piera probably did the same at about that time.

7 Most of these editions are in the formof articles (see notes 2–4) or incorporated into other
studies, as in the case of Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain (Hebrew),
revised ed. (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1959).

8 See notes 1–4 above.
9 We should also note Matti Huss, ed., Don Vidal Benvenist’s Melitsat Efer ve-Dinah: Studies

and Critical Edition (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2003).
10 Ram Ben-Shalom, “The Courtier as the ‘Scepter of Judah’: The Letters and Panegyrics to

Courtiers of Yomtov benHana, Scribe of the Jewish Community of Montalbán” (Hebrew),
inOt LeTova: Essays inHonor of ProfessorTova Rosen, ed. Eli Yassif, Haviva Ishay, andUriah
Kfir (Beer Sheba: Heksherim Institute for Jewish and Israeli Literature, 2012), 196–224.
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In planning the edition of a medieval Hebrew literary work, the models
that serve as reference are principally the editions of the great authors of the
Andalusi goldenage (mainly the eleventh and twelfth centuries) thatwerepub-
lished at the end of the nineteenth century and especially the beginning of the
twentieth.11 The so-called critical editions that were produced in the field of
Hebrew philology were based (and todaymany continue to be based) on Lach-
manian models that seek to recover an author’s supposed original, thereafter
corrupted through successive manuscript copies. Thanks to these editions, we
are able today to read the work of authors such as Judah Halevi,12 to cite one of
the most iconic poets of al-Andalus; yet these editions disregard the physical
mediumof the text, themanuscript codex, in favor of an “ideal” text and do not
allow readers to see the specific contexts of these works or take into account
their complex transmission process.13
During the twentieth century, great progress was made in the edition of

medieval works in the field of Romance philology. The growing interest in pop-
ular lyric and, above all, in epic prompted new questions about the methods
for producing editions of texts. Until that point, classical philology proposed
an “archeological” method of searching for an original for the works of Aris-
totle or Plato or even the text of the Bible, but could one search for the orig-
inal of works like El poema del Mio Cid or La Chanson de Roland? How useful
was it to try to find a supposed original of a poem that circulated—and even
originated—in infinite variants, that “lived in the variant”?14 These questions,
voiced by authors such as Bernard Cerquiglini,15 gave rise to a new approach
to textual edition that no longer sought out the original but rather attempted
to situate the text (the poem or the literary work) in general in its real context,
focusing on the object of themanuscript not as amere physical medium for an

11 See: Tova Rosen and Eli Yassif, “The Study of Hebrew Literature of the Middle Ages:
Major Trends and Goals,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Studies, ed. Martin Goodman
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 241–294; Ángel Sáenz-Badillos, “El estudio de la
poesía y la prosa hispanohebrea en los últimos cincuenta años,”Miscelánea de Estudios
Árabes y Hebreos 50 (2001): 133–161.

12 Rosen and Yassif, “Study of Hebrew Literature,” 251.
13 For a consideration of the problems surrounding critical editions of medieval philosoph-

ical works in Hebrew and Arabic, see Colette Sirat, “Les éditions critiques: un mythe?” in
Les problèmes posés par l’ édition critique des textes anciens et médiévaux, ed. Jacqueline
Hamesse (Louvain: Institut d’études médiévales, 1992), 159–171.

14 RamónMenéndez Pidal said, in reference to the epic genre, that it “exists only in variants.”
See Bernard Cerquiglini, In Praise of theVariant: A Critical History of Philology, trans. Betsy
Wing (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 38.

15 Cerquiglini, In Praise of the Variant.
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“abstract” ideal text, but as the format in which the work lived and which con-
stituted it. Along the same lines, attention was paid to the transmission of the
text and to its place within the manuscript as a whole artifact, and the search
for an author’s “original” work divorced from its co-text came to be questioned.
This approach to editions takenby “NewPhilology” has also been challengedby
scholars such as John Dagenais, who suggests that critical editions are not con-
ducive to an understanding of medieval “scriptum” culture and that the only
way to experience reading and literature as they were experienced in the Mid-
dle Ages is to study the manuscript artifact itself (the codex) directly.16
Despite these developments in the field of Romance literature, scholars of

Hebrew literature continued to seek to produce an edition of the author’s
recension original. In my current project, I attempt to take into account all of
the aforementioned questions in order to find a way to edit these texts that
respects themanuscript culture towhich they belong and reflects the complex-
ity of their transmission. In this article, I explore the stages of transmission that
fifteenth-century Hebrew literature went through as it was passed down to us
today. This exploration will give the reader an idea of the problems involved in
preparing a critical edition of this corpus and will allow us to reflect on some
methodological issues.
As these texts circulated, they went through different stages or phases of

transmission, during which their contents and form were altered, until at last
they arrived at the form that they take today and that we can actually read. The
first phase corresponds to the original format in which they emerged, as they
were first composed, in themajority of cases as letters, but also as notes, attach-
ments to letters, booklets, etc. None of these original formats has survived. The
second phase—which I have called the “author’s recension”—consisted of the
texts being copied from their original format into manuscripts by the author
himself, who transformed and incorporated one or more selections of his writ-
ings in booklets. In the third phase, the textswere copied from these recensions
or from the copies of compilers who were not the author, or even from an orig-
inal, into other manuscripts wherein other works were incorporated within
a new context, making up new miscellanies or literary collections of poems
and letters that constitute the manuscript corpus that has come down to us,
although in a fragmentary form. The fourth and last phase corresponds to the
copies and editions of some of these letters and poems in the modern or con-
temporary period.

16 John Dagenais, The Ethics of Reading in Manuscript Culture: Glossing the Libro de Buen
Amor (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3–29.
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As for the first phase, the original texts were created in the form of letters
or as booklets appended to letters or even written on loose sheets of paper.17
It was not until after they had passed from hand to hand in this precarious
format or had lain for a long time in chests that the authors themselves or
other copyists compiled these texts and rewrote them to create new cultural
artifacts. These original “loose sheets of paper” have not survived, but occa-
sionally we can reconstruct the original format thanks to the fact that the
sections were preserved (to a greater or lesser degree) in the versions copied
in the authors’ recensions or in later manuscript copies. This is the case with
the signatures (ḥatimot) and other writing that was on the outer fold of a let-
ter (ʿal ha-ketav). In the letters that have been reconstructed from this period
we find two basic types of literary structures: poem-letters and letters in prose.
The letters in prose contain no poetry within their structure, although they
might attach poems to the missive by copying them at the end of the letter
itself. The poem-letters, on the other hand, include not only sections in prose,
generally rhymed, but also poems; these are themost common form of literary
correspondence among late-fourteenth-century and fifteenth-century authors.
Judith Targarona Borrás and Raymond P. Scheindlin have described these liter-
ary structures on the basis of the correspondence between Shelomo de Piera
and Don Vidal ben Labi.18
The original letters were addressed to specific contemporaries of the author

with whom he carried on a correspondence or wished to, although the letters
were probably read publicly19 in various contexts (synagogues, places of study,
the homes of prominent people, meetings among friends, etc.) and were even
written with the intention of their circulating in the communities to which
theywere sent.20 In addition to letters addressed to specific people, a particular
genre of letters is amply represented in this literary corpus: the so-called letters

17 On the original textual formats of the Romance cancionero poems, see: Ana M. Gómez-
Bravo, “ “A huma senhora que lhe disse”: Sobre la práctica social de la autoría y la noción
de texto en el Cancioneiro geral de Resende y la lírica cancioneril ibérica,” La Corónica
32 (2003): 43–64; Gómez-Bravo, “Memorias y archivos. Modelos de producción textual y
antologías poéticas del siglo XV,” Cancionero General 2 (2004): 53–87.

18 Targarona Borrás and Scheindlin, “Literary Correspondence,” 70–71.
19 Eleazar Gutwirth, “Hebrew Letters, Hispanic Mail: Communication Among Fourteenth-

Century Aragon Jewry,” in Communication in the Jewish Diaspora: The Pre-Modern World,
ed. Sophia Menache (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 257–282.

20 An example is the case of Shelomo Bonafed’s letters connected to the satire depict-
ing the Zaragoza aljama, known also as Bonafed’s dispute or polemic with the leaders
of the Zaragoza aljama, thanks to J. Schirmann’s edition: Ḥayyim Schirmann, “Solomon
Bonafed’s Polemic against the Grandees of Zaragoza” (Hebrew), Qoveṣ ʿal Yad 4 (1946): 8–
64.
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of recommendation or introduction, inHebrew ʾiggerot ʾorḥiyyot. These literary
epistles are elaborately wrought and were written to be presented by their car-
rier in communities other than his own or to different people or communal
institutions with the purpose of vouching for the intentions of the carrier and
thus helping him obtainwhat hewas seeking, normally assistance in collecting
for dowries for marriageable daughters21 or in finding them husbands, or sim-
ply to introduce the carrier in a new community that he was visiting for some
reason. These letters were normally written by a well-known figure or the rabbi
of the community of origin and signed by another respected individual from
that community or a nearby one, with the possible addition of the names of
further people.
In the second phase of transmission, these texts were compiled and writ-

ten out, frequently by the author himself, as in the cases of Shelomo Bonafed
and Shelomo de Piera. These compilations first took the form of collections of
poems or “booklets,” intended to be addressed to a particular person or to cir-
culate among a group of people, and then the formof cancioneros: manuscripts
that include collections of Romance poetry and prose by different authors
and that constitute the fifteenth century’s lyrical format par excellence. These
recensions also included letters and poems by other authors with whom the
first author corresponded, forming what scholars in the field call “cycles,” that
is, groups of letters and poems that were exchanged between two or more
authors, or groupsof texts ona common theme thatwere addressed to the same
recipient. In thisway, the original letterswere transformed intonew texts by the
authors themselves, sometimes changing the original meaning of the letters.
We find a good example of this literary and editorial phenomenon in two

of the letters in rhymed prose that belong to the cycle of letters exchanged
between Shelomo Bonafed and Senior benMeir. Both letters—one by Bonafed
and the other by Senior ben Meir—have been preserved in MS Mich. 155,22
as well as in MS Sassoon 590.23 The two manuscripts, however, present dif-

21 Eleazar Gutwirth cites Yitsḥak Baer in Gutwirth, “On the Background to Cota’s Epitalamio
Burlesco,”Romanische Forschungen 97 (1985): 4n20. Hemakes reference to a text about the
founding of a charitable brotherhood in Zaragoza to raisemoney for dowries for poor and
orphaned girls.

22 Hereafter referred to asMich. 155.Thismanuscript is held in theBodleianLibrary inOxford
and is described in: Adolf Neubauer andA.E. Cowley,Catalogue of theHebrewManuscripts
in the Bodleian Library and in the College Libraries of Oxford, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1886–1906), 1:670–678 (no. 1984); Malachi Beit-Arié, et al., eds., Catalogue of the
Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library: Supplement of Addenda and Corrigenda to
Vol. I (A. Neubauer’s Catalogue) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 359.

23 Hereafter referred to as Sassoon 590. This manuscript is held at the Bodleian Library in
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ferent recensions of these letters, with noticeable differences between them.
As we will see, Sassoon 590 is closer to the original letters exchanged between
Bonafed and Senior benMeir (i.e., the first phase of transmission), whileMich.
155 contains a version of the correspondence that is very close to the recension
that Bonafed made of his work (i.e., the second phase of transmission).
In the heading of the cycle contained in Mich. 155, Bonafed situates the cir-

cumstances surrounding his writing to Senior ben Meir, explaining the poems
that he includes and the prose texts that he wants to present:

And when I saw, a long time ago, that the poets Don Vidal Benvenist,
blessed be his memory, and Don Vidal ben Labi, brought their poems
before the sage R. Senior, I felt a writer’s jealousy and I followed their
footsteps with letters full of amorous words and pleasing poems and I
imagined that maybe God blessed them because of the described theme,
since they had been inspired by a spirit of grace to compose poems about
him [Senior] and to exaggerate the beauty of his affairs and his composi-
tions when this sage worthy of being clothed in the tunic of their praise
appeared before them. For this reason, in spite of having grown old and
being now gray in the art of composing verses, I came to this good hill, I
sharpened my kidneys and my thoughts and I based these verses on the
columns of their praise and I sent them to the aforementioned R. Senior
in order to discover if my literary offering pleased him.

Mich. 155, fols. 47v–48r

As we can see, this is a literary cycle in which Bonafed seeks to compete with
otherpoets by sendinghis “offering” of verses toR. Senior. Bonafed incorporates
these poems into his recension and also includes another prose letter which he
begins thus:

And when I heard it said that this sage desired to see how much tal-
ent I had for artistic prose, where rhyming is not necessary nor weighing
thought in the balance, after having seen some of mymetered poems, the
breath of his desire blew inme and liftedme tomywords’ feet to run like a
deer through the mountains of his high praise. I presented myself to him
and began to say …

Mich. 155, fol. 49v

Oxford (Ox. Hebre. 184) and is described in David S. Sassoon, Ohel David: Descriptive Cat-
alogue of the Hebrew and Samaritan Manuscripts in the Sassoon Library, 2 vols. (London:
Oxford University Press, 1932), 461–470.
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In addition to this letter, Bonafed also includes the response fromSenior ben
Meir.
These two letters have survived in another version in Sassoon 590,with some

significant differences between the two versions. The version preserved in Sas-
soon 590 does not include a similar literary opening to that found in Mich. 155
(translated above), as the text here is not a literary “offering,” but something
less poetic. While the literary structure of the letters, written in florid rhymed
prose, is identical in both versions, Sassoon 590 includes a section from each
of them that is absent inMich. 155 and that changes themeaning of the text. In
the first letter, addressed by Bonafed to Senior, the main subject of the section
in question is a legal consultation regarding the status of the ʿAguna,24 and in
the second letter, R. Senior ben Meir apologizes for not being able to provide
an appropriate response to the question posed to him, since he does not have
access to his books, which have been destroyed (probably during the confisca-
tions of books that occurred following the Disputation of Tortosa)25 and is not
confident that he can settle the issue without them:

That is why I have not been able to assume the responsibility of pro-
nouncing on halakah, especially after my sky toppled down tomy ground
and I lost, at the time of the destruction (shaʿat ha-shemad), three books
(telata sedarim)26 with Rashi’s and Nachmanides’s commentaries, and I
was left with only some study books (limudiyut) that were saved from the
fire.

Sassoon 590, fols. 222–223

From one recension to the next, the meaning of the text changes. In Sas-
soon 590, we have two letters in which a message is sent requesting informa-
tion, which the recipient is unable to provide and therefore sends his regrets:
the letters in Sassoon 590 preserve a text that is closer to the first phase of
transmission. Bonafed then used these same texts in the second phase of
transmission—removing the entire section about the request for assistance in

24 In Hebrew, “tied” or “anchored.” See Ruth 1:13. Within halakah, it is the marital status of a
married woman who is separated from her husband but is not divorced nor a widow. See
Menachem Elon, “Agunah,”Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., ed. Fred Skolkik and Michael
Berenbaum, 22 vols. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 1:510–520.

25 Eleazar Gutwirth and Miguel Ángel Motis Dolader, “Twenty-Six Jewish Libraries from
Fifteenth-Century Spain,”The Library: Transactions of the Bibliographical Society 18 (1996):
27–53.

26 He seems to be referring to copies of “orders” of the Talmud.
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resolving a legal question and leaving only the sections that seemed to him
to have greater “aesthetic” value—and incorporated them into a literary cycle
intended to show “how much talent [he] had for artistic prose,” as he says in
the opening he wrote to introduce the cycle in Mich. 155.
In this case, as in the cases of other poets like Shelomo de Piera, the head-

ings of the letters and poems are essentially whatmake them distinctly literary
pieces. The headings are an integral part of each unit of poetry or prose: written
in Hebrew,27 in the first person, and frequently composed in a highly elabo-
rated rhymed prose, the headings contextualize each work and cycle in the
literarymiscellany, explaining the circumstances surrounding the composition
of each poem, letter, or cycle. Occasionally they are so long that later copyists
interpreted them as stand-alone texts—something that also happened with
the sections in prose in the poem-letters—and copied them separately. Up to
now, no fifteenth-century autograph manuscripts by any of these major poets
has been discovered, but the study of Bonafed’s work indicates that there were
copies that were very close to these “author’s booklets” or recensions, as in
the case of Mich. 155, in which almost all the headings are in the first per-
son and the date of the copy is around the second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury.
A very good example of these authors’ recension booklets is Shelomo Bona-

fed’s satirical cycle against the Zaragoza aljama.28 These texts seem to have
been fashioned as a small stand-alone work, one of those “booklets” as the
author himself calls them. It circulated in the form of letters to some of his
contemporaries, which Bonafed sent with the intention of disseminating it
more widely, entertaining his correspondents, and ridiculing the targets of
his derision, mainly the community’s rabbi, Yosef Yeshua. These texts are an
excellent example of how the author transformed them from their original
epistolary form into an entity in their own right. They also exemplify how the
epistolary nature of letters influences the plurality of later versions, since the
author himself sent this work to different people and each time included a
different version of the texts, as we can observe in the letter “When the stars
of your sayings sang in unison” (be-ran yaḥad koḵbe ʾamareḵa) addressed to

27 We should point out the difference between these poetry compilations and the dīwāns
of the classical Andalusi poets. The headings of the poems in the latter were composed
in Arabic and the structure of the dīwān resembles that of the Arabic dīwān. See
Uriel Simon, Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms: From Saadiah Gaon to Abraham Ibn
Ezra, trans. Lenn J. Schramm (New York: State University of New York Press, 1991), 220–
224.

28 See note 20 above.
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Noaḥ Chinillo,29 in which Bonafed references the satire that he had written
ridiculing the leaders of the aljama:

After all, there is noway to deal with the scoundrels other than to lambast
them in writing30 and to pray for them. That is why I made an addition
to the letter I have addressed to Yaʿakob Albalag and I also wrote to his
venerable father, Don Shelomo, in Romance and rhymed prose. This let-
ter in Romance31 is mixed with the sacred tongue, which is worthy of my
heart. The truth is that the booklet that I am sending to Your Excellency
[Chinillo], I arranged for our fine brother Rabbi Abraham Saragosi, My
God keep him, since he came by here with Rabbi … May God keep him;
and they told me that he was at your palace celebrating the feast of the
Passover and therefore, my lord, do me the kindness of giving him my
greetings and this booklet after Your Grace has read it and had a good
laugh. Themetered poems [that it contains] are excellent. It also includes
the letter to Don Shelomo Albalag and retains its flavor,32 as well as new
things in the letter to Yaʿakob Albalag, as you will see at the end of the
letter.

Sassoon 590, fols. 189–190

In addition to the “mobile” nature of these texts,33 this letter alsomakes known
the existence of a group of texts that are absent from the author’s recensions
and the later copies in cancioneros and miscellanies that were produced after
the fifteenth century. Thesewere texts composed in “Romance,” probably Cata-
lan,which either Bonafedhimself or later copyists decidednot to preserve.This
samephenomenon is seenwith regard to theproductionof otherHebrewpoets
of the same period, such as Shelomo de Piera.34

29 For information about this physician-poet and his family, see: Alisa Mehuyas Ginio, “La
familia Ginio (Chinillo, Chiniello, Tchenio, Tchnyo, Ginio): De Aragón a Salónica y Jerusa-
lén,”Miscelánea de Estudios Árabes yHebreos 41.2 (1992): 137–149; Edwin Seroussi, “Catorce
canciones en romance comomodelos de poemas hebreos del siglo XV,” Sef 65 (2005): 385–
411.

30 Literally “narrate,” from the Hebrew root s-p-r.
31 Unfortunately, this letter has not been located.
32 Jer 48:11.
33 On this aspect of the “mobility” of the text and of the different “original” versions of a sin-

gle poem, see Arturo Prats Oliván, “A Hebrew Poetry Contest in Early-Fifteenth-Century
Zaragoza,” Journal of Medieval Iberian Studies 6.2 (2014): 214–236.

34 Letters written in Romance arementioned on numerous occasions, one of which is found
in the opening of the letter addressed by Shelomo de Piera to Moshe Abbas: “I wrote a
letter to Moshe Abbas in a foreign language (laʿaz)” (Mich. 155, fol. 223v).
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On the basis of these compilations or recensions, various copyists in dif-
ferent periods copied this literature into manuscript miscellanies: the third
phase in the transmission of these texts. The various manuscripts containing
theworks of fifteenth-century authors like Bonafed or Shelomode Piera are the
work of copyists who reorganized the earlier phases of the text, dismantling its
structures and reshaping them by copying just the verse or just the prose in a
letter, or only fragments of poems, or by changing andmanipulating the open-
ing or other sections of a letter. The manuscript copies of the works of these
poets range chronologically, geographically, and culturally from the Kingdom
of Aragon in the second half of the fifteenth century to nineteenth-century
Baghdad, passing through Italy, Egypt, Constantinople: in short, all the places
where those exiled in the Sefardic diaspora settled and where the Hispano-
Hebrew cultural heritage was refashioned in new contexts. Just as the new
cultural contexts inwhich these copieswere conceived and produced changed,
the contents of the copies and the criteria for including or eliminating literary
materials likewise changed.
In the second half of the fifteenth century, literary miscellanies were pro-

duced that included the author’s recensions and other literary materials, but
these codices have not survived intact up to the present. Currently we only
have factitious codices, from the fifteenth century and later, which gather
together diverse literary material and preserve fragments of these miscella-
neous codices, on the basis of which we can reconstruct the fifteenth-century
Hebrew cancioneros. In some cases, they are quires that have been split (such
as those preserved in Cincinnati)35 or composite codices inwhich several inde-
pendent units are bound together.36 In some cases, these independent units are
related to each other by virtue of being literaryworks from the sameperiod and
the same circle, as in the case of Mich. 155, whereas other composite codices
contain very different kinds of material that were bound together during the
modern period and thus constitute what is called an allogenetic codex. The
field of codicology is of enormous help in understanding the transmission of
these literary texts in the fifteenth century and is an essential discipline for
shedding light on the format of cancioneros from this period as well as on their

35 Thismanuscript is found broken up into different fragments (MSS 500, 316, 314, and 315) in
the Klau Library of Hebrew Union College, Cincinnati University. All of these fragments
belonged to the same codicological unit.

36 The terminology I use here comes from Johan Peter Gumbert, “Codicological Units: To-
wards a Terminology for the Stratigraphy of the Non-Homogeneous Codex,” in Il codice
miscellaneo. Tipologie e funzioni. Atti del Convegno internazionale, Cassino 14–17 maggio
2003, ed. Edoardo Crisci and Oronzo Pecere (Casino: Università degli Studi di Cassino,
2004), 29.
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composition. Unfortunately, a study of this kind has not been carried out on lit-
erary manuscripts from the fifteenth century, although the usefulness of such
studies has been shown for understanding the transmission of other kinds of
works.37
An analysis of the contents of thesemiscellaneousmanuscripts thatwehave

called Hebrew cancioneros reveals that they are collections of various authors’
works: sometimes preserving the author’s recension (i.e., the second phase of
transmission) and including in turn the work of other authors with whom the
first author exchanged letters. Apreliminary comparisonwith similar Romance
cancioneros from the same period, particularly the Catalan cancionero pre-
served at the University of Zaragoza,38 reveals many similarities as regards
content and structure, but it would be premature to draw any conclusions at
this point. Again preliminarily, it seems that these fifteenth-century Hebrew
cancioneros have similarities and differences with both the Arabic tradition, in
which the early transmission of theworks of classical HebrewAndalusi poets is
embedded,39 and the tradition of Romance cancioneros, which was just devel-
oping at this time in the Iberian Peninsula.
Some poems by authors of cancioneroswere also transmitted in another for-

mat, distinct from the literary miscellany. This provides a further example of
the meaning of a text changing as its transmission format changes. For exam-
ple, some of Bonafed’s liturgical poems were transmitted—in addition to in
his literary cancionero (Mich. 155)—in the Maḥzor format of the period in MS
Mich. 290, which is a fifteenth-century manuscript copied on parchment and
used for liturgical purposes. It contains somepoemsby this author andbyother
contemporary authors40 that had already been adopted for liturgical use.
Compilations of poems and prose texts by fifteenth-century poets were put

together in the Sefardic diaspora, beginning in the sixteenth century in Italy
and theOttoman Empire, and continuing up to the eighteenth century in Ams-
terdam. Most of these manuscripts attempt to abridge the poetic production
of the fifteenth century as part of the “Sefardic literary legacy” that these com-
munities construct as their common literary heritage. They typically include
poems by classical Andalusi authors together with the miscellaneous work

37 Javier del Barco, “The Production and Transmission of Hebrew Miscellanies on Greek
Geometry: A Case Study of MSMadrid, BNE 5474,” Comparative Oriental Manuscript Stud-
ies Newsletter 5 (2013): 25–29.

38 Mariano Baselga y Ramírez, El cancionero catalán de la Universidad de Zaragoza (Zara-
goza: Cacilio Gasca, Librero, 1896).

39 See Simon, Four Approaches, 220–224.
40 Seroussi, “Catorce canciones,” 385–411.
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of these fifteenth-century authors, as well as authors contemporary with the
copyist, thus forming atemporal, communal Sefardic cancioneros that connect
the diasporic present in Amsterdam, Baghdad, Istanbul, or Italy with a myth-
ical past in al-Andalus. As displayed in MS Schoken 37 (compiled in Bagh-
dad in the sixteenth century),41 MS Sassoon 590 (compiled perhaps in Italy
in the seventeenth century),42 and the Segulat Melakhim manuscript (com-
piled in Amsterdam in the eighteenth century),43 these collections include
works by writers ranging from the eleventh-century poet Solomon ibn Gabirol
to authors contemporary with the compilers of the miscellanies themselves.
These manuscripts were probably copied frommanuscripts from the fifteenth
century or even earlier, as the copyists sometimes mention. They thus consti-
tute genuine Hebrew cancioneros, through which different communities con-
structed their Hebrew cultural legacy.
After the invention of the printing press, the circulation of printed texts (as

well as the manuscript copies made from those printed texts) affected how
fifteenth-century works were preserved and understood. For example, in some
cases texts were extracted from their contexts in cancioneros in order to be
incorporated intoother kinds of works. Such is the case of the letters exchanged
between Françesc de Sant Jordi and Shelomo Bonafed,44 whose distribution
and copying took on a different dimension when they were incorporated by
Isaac Akrish into ʾiggeret ʾogeret, a manual on religious polemics that brought

41 This codex is very well known since it was used as the basis for an early-twentieth-century
edition of the secular poetry of Moses ibn Ezra and Solomon ibn Gabirol. See: Moses ibn
Ezra, Secular Poems (Hebrew), ed. Heinrich Brody, 2 vols. (Berlin and Jerusalem: Schocken,
1935–1941), 17–19; Solomon ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems (Hebrew), eds. Haim Brody and
Jefim Schirmann (Jerusalem: Schocken Institute, 1974), 7n1. Themanuscript had an event-
ful career from the time it was copied in the seventeenth century in Baghdad, up to when
it came into the hands of the bibliophile Schoken. The Schoken Institute has a copy in
bound paper in various volumes, which was the one that I was able to consult. On the
vicissitudes of this manuscript, see David Yellin, “Gilgulei ketav-yad,”Moznayyim 11 (1931):
11–12.

42 In his catalog, David Sassoon identifies the copyist of this manuscript as the same one
who copied MS no. 595 in the catalog (Sassoon, Ohel David, 398). This latter manuscript
was involved with an edition that was published in Venice, so it is possible that we are
dealing with a copyist in Italy, though we do not know that for certain.

43 This manuscript is held at the ʾets ha-Ḥayyim Library (Livraria Montezinos) in Amster-
dam and is described in Lajb Fuks and Renate G. Fuks-Mansfeld, Hebrew and Judaic
Manuscripts inAmsterdamPublic Collections.Volume 2: Catalogue of theManuscripts of Ets
Haim/Livraria Montezinos Sephardic Community of Amsterdam (Leiden: Brill, 1975), 240–
241.

44 Talmage, “Françesc de Sant Jordi.”
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together disparate works by different medieval authors.45 In this new context,
Bonafed’s and Françesc’s letters were transformed into another, very different
kind of literature from what they were as part of the recension preserved in
Mich. 155. When the letters were extracted from their manuscript context, the
poem that appeared in Bonafed’s recension (Mich. 155)was eliminated, and the
context of a fifteenth-century literary cancionerowas removed in order for the
letters to be used polemically to criticize Christian dogma in the new context
of Constantinople’s Sefardi community.
Finally, beginning with the Wissenschaft des Judentums movement, these

miscellaneous manuscripts and printed works gave way to editions published
in academic books or journals. Scholars such as Aharon Kaminka and Yosef
Patai attempted to reclaim the poetic works of medieval Hebrew authors that
were languishing in the silence of manuscripts.46 Interest in publishing these
texts has been taking hold since the beginning of the twentieth century in the
academicworld of thehumanities,where somecritical editions havebeenpub-
lished that now serve as the basis for studies of all kinds.
Traditionally, the aim of editing texts has been to reconstruct, using the

Lachmanian method, the second phase of transmission, the author’s recen-
sion.47 In this article, I propose a method for producing future critical editions
of these texts focusing on their transmission in fifteenth-century cancioneros
(i.e., the thirdphaseof transmission), reconstructing their contents on thebasis
of fragments from extant miscellanies and supplemented by texts that have
been preserved in later compilations. In order to do so, we should first identify
the cancioneros from theperiod that have survived in fragmentary form, such as

45 Isaac Akrish (b. 1530), the son of an expelled Spanish Jew who lived in Naples and Thes-
saloníki, travelled throughout the Mediterranean seeking to save manuscripts. As a result
of this search, he published various printed books in which he compiled the works that
he had collected. One of these was Iggeret Ogeret, printed between 1575 and 1577: Isaac
Akrish, ed., Iggeret Ogeret (Constantinople, 1577).

46 Aharon (Armand) Kaminka, “The Last Spanish Poets: the Diwan of R. Solomon Bonafed”
(Hebrew) Mizraḥ u-maʿarav 2 (1895): 107–127; Kaminka, “Poetry and Belles Lettres of
Solomon ben Rabbi Reuben Bonafed” (Hebrew), Ha-Ẓofeh le-ḥokhmat Yisra eʾl 10 (1926):
288–295, 12 (1928): 33–42; Yosef Patai, “Love Poetry of Solomon Bonafed” (Hebrew) Ha-
Ẓofeh le-ḥokhmat Yisra eʾl 10 (1926): 220–223; Patai, “Secular Poetry of Solomon Bonafed,”
in From the Secrets of Poetry: Lectures at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Hebrew)
(Jerusalem: Ruben Mas, 1939), 67–85.

47 This is the case for texts such as Bonafed’s polemic with the Zaragoza aljama, in which the
editor “reconstructs” an original from the different versions extant in manuscripts. See
note 20 above. This is also the goal of the editions of texts by Shelomo de Piera and Vidal
Benvenist:TheDiwan [of]SolomonbenMeshullamDapiera (Hebrew), ed. SimonBernstein
(New York: Alim, 1942); Targarona Borrás and Vardi, “Literary Correspondence,” 424.
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Mich. 155, and publish their texts in full, following the order of themanuscript,
aswell as including other codicological features such as the notes andmargina-
lia, textual divisions, etc.48 In addition, there are texts dispersed among other
manuscripts that are not properly fifteenth-century cancioneros, but that were
copied from them, such as the cases where sections of prose or poetry that are
incomplete or split from their cancionero context are collected into later liter-
ary compilations (this is true of the Segulat Melakhim). We should attempt to
find the link with these extant materials and incorporate them (noting their
provenance) in the appropriate sections of the original cancioneros, in order to
fill in the lacunae left by the deterioration of the original codicological units
in which fifteenth-century Hebrew cancioneros were transmitted. In this way,
I believe we can finally have access to the whole literary corpus from the fif-
teenth century in a format that is suited to its contents and that remains as
faithful as possible to the medieval artifact through which it has been trans-
mitted.
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chapter 10

Desert and Palace: Poetics of Place in Naṣrid Poems
to the Prophet

Cynthia Robinson

He held out hold for the traces of passion, but they brought agony,
Along with the breeze of ardent love, and emaciation gave instruction.
He became the intimate companion of sighs, disquieted by memories of
love.

And he wandered among the heights (anjada) [of Najd] with the people
of passion …1

Ibn Zamrak, recited at Muḥammad V’s 1362mawlid

∵

On a December night in 1362, in the context of a particularly lavish celebration
of themawlid, the ProphetMuḥammad’s birthday, Naṣrid sultanMuḥammad V
invited members of Granada’s Sufi confraternities to perform dhikr before the
assembled crowd of dignitaries and distinguished guests. In addition to copi-
ous offerings of food and refreshment, the sultan had provided the setting—an
open esplanade surrounded by the architectural and horticultural splendors of
Granada’s Alhambra—and the mood: ambient lighting and a series of qasīdas
(or “odes”), including the verses by Ibn Zamrak cited above, composed specifi-
cally for the occasion and sung in heart-melting tones by a professional reciter,
ormusmiʿ. The result was—at least for some—mystical ecstasy.
These festivities, including an anthology of the verses recited, were thor-

oughly chronicled by Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb (d. 1374).2 Likewise, a good part

1 Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat al-jirāb fī ʿulālat al-Ightirāb, ed. Aḥmad Mukhtār ʿAbd
al-Fattāḥ ʿAbbādī (Cairo: Dār al-Kātib al-ʿArabī, 1968), 305; all translations, unless otherwise
noted, are my own.

2 On themawlid, see: Ibn al-Khatīb, Nufādat al-Jirāb; Emilio García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz
sobre la Alhambra: Desde un texto de Ibn el-Jatıb en 1362 (Madrid: Instituto Egipcio de Estu-
dios Islámicos en Madrid, 1988); N.J.G. Kaptein, Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival: Early History
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of the backdrop against which they transpired has been preserved, whether
physically or through Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s minute descriptions.3 Together, these ves-
tiges of the past offer unique insight into the deployment of a particular sym-
bolic language—both visual and verbal, in the latter case often articulated in
the nasīb (or “amatory prelude”) section of the qasīdas performed—through
which theNaṣrids both codified and shaped experience. On the occasion of the
mawlid, this codification and shaping had both devotional and political ends:
as noted, many of those present were reported to have experienced mystical
ecstasy. Likewise, Muḥammad V’s celebration of the Prophet’s birthday was a
lavish and very public bid for political legitimacy, aimed both at a local audi-
ence and aMārinid one, as the Naṣrid dynasty sought to substantiate its claims
to the status of caliphate.4
This essay will focus on two elements of the symbolic language referenced

above. The first is light, which has long been recognized as a potent signi-
fier in Islamic culture, particularly as devotions to the Prophet became more
intense during the later medieval period, with Muḥammad being viewed as
one of light’s holiest manifestations.5 In both the visual and verbal realms
of Naṣrid court culture, it exists in close contact with and relation to plants,
flowers, and vegetation.6 The second symbolic element is that of place. It
would be logical to expect that the nasībs of the Naṣrid qasīdas recited on the
occasion of the court’s celebration of Muḥammad’s birthday be employed to
evoke the Ḥijāz, the land of his birth. Such, however, is not the case. Instead,
much in the nostalgic key most recently examined by Alexander Elinson and

in the Central Muslim Lands and Development in the Muslim West until the 10th/16th Century
(Leiden: Brill, 1993), 97–141; Cynthia Robinson, “Tents of Silk and Trees of Light in the Lands
of Najd: The Aural and the Visual at a Mawlid Celebration in the Alhambra,” inMusic, Sound,
and Architecture in Islam, ed. Michael Frishkopf and Federico Spinetti (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2018), 199–227; Cynthia Robinson and Amalia Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn
al-Khaṭīb and Sufism,” in The Articulation of Power in Medieval Iberia and the Maghrib, ed.
Amira K. Bennison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 153–174.

3 See below, under “The Setting.”
4 María Jesús Rubiera Mata, “El califato nazarí,” Al-Qanṭara 29 (2008): 293–305; Kaptein, Mu-

ḥammad’s Birthday Festival; Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and
Sufism.”

5 See Annemarie Schimmel, And Muhammad Is His Messenger: The Veneration of the Prophet
in Islamic Piety (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 123–143, 290–294.

6 This has been explored in several of this author’s previous publications. See especially: Cyn-
thia Robinson, “Marginal Ornament: Poetics, Mimesis, and Devotion in the Palace of the
Lions,”Muqarnas 25 (2008): 185–214; Robinson, “Tents of Silk.” This essay represents some-
thing of a continuation of the latter, further probing specific points—particularly the signif-
icance of the Najd—which it was not possible to explore fully in that instance.
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Jaroslav Stetkevych,7 these compositions suggest a floating, difficult-to-pin-
down desert-scape, located—when it is located anywhere—in Najd. Ibn Zam-
rak, in the verses cited above, makes the allusion subtly: through the use of
the fourth-form verb anjada, which evokes wandering among highlands, or
plateaus, adding a reference to the “people of passion” (ahl al-ʿishq), which his
audience would associate with the storied and chaste Bedouin lovers of the
Jāhiliyya. Other poets, as shall be seen in the pages that follow, make the refer-
ence more directly.
Though there was some disagreement about exactly what territories and

land features comprised the Najd, medieval geographers and lexicographers
concurred: Najd was the place where the purest Arabic was spoken.8 For oth-
ers, its plateaus were witnesses to the crazed wanderings of madman Majnūn,
as he followed the traces of his vanished beloved—it even contained the “oasis
of Leyla.”9 StetkevychqualifiesNajd—in the context of thenasīb—not as a spe-
cific place or location, but rather as a moveable feast for poetic desire, longing,
and nostalgia.10 For the Naṣrids, as will be argued in the pages that follow, Najd
was all these things and more, and their particular version of the land of long-
ing, wherever it existed—in the East, next door, or only in the collective Naṣrid
imaginary—was a powerful component of a symbolic language that served the
dynasty in its two-pronged quest for holiness and power.
These potent images of the Najd, however, made but fleeting appearances

on the Naṣrid public stage: such lavishly orchestrated festivities in honor of the
Prophet’s birthday were a one-off in Granada, at least as far as the court was
concerned.11 Official attitudes toward Sufism and the practices it encouraged
hardened during ensuing years, andmuch sifting through primary sources will
be required in order to determinewhether such evocations persisted andunder
what circumstances.
I have divided what follows into four sections. The first describes, in some

detail, the mawlid celebration at which Ibn Zamrak’s composition (baits of
which were cited in the opening pages of this essay) was performed; the sec-
ond describes, briefly, the setting—that is, the Alhambra. The third addresses

7 Alexander E. Elinson, Looking Back at al-Andalus: The Poetics of Loss and Nostalgia in
Medieval Arabic andHebrewLiterature (Leiden: Brill, 2009); Jaroslav Stetkevych,TheZeph-
yrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasīb (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1993), 121.

8 Adolf GrohmannandK.S.McLachlan, “Nad̲jd̲,”Encyclopaediaof Islam, SecondEdition (Lei-
den: Brill, 1954–2009), 8:864–866.

9 Ibid.
10 Stetkevych, Zephyrs of Najd.
11 See Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”
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the politics that surrounded this “sacred” event, much of which involved con-
cerns that, today at any rate, would be seen as “secular,” but which, in an age
of little-to-no separation between mosque and state, had wide-reaching ram-
ifications for all facets of culture, the “sacred” included. Finally, I will turn to
“experience,” which will lead back to the question of place: of, Why Najd?

1 The Event

OnaDecember evening in 1362, Naṣrid sultanMuḥammad V opened the palace
gates to admit a flood of guests that, though no exact head count has been pre-
served, must have numbered in the hundreds.12 Celebrations of the Prophet’s
birthday, though they consistently encountered themistrust anddisapproval of
the more conservative sectors of the religious hierarchy, were increasingly fre-
quent from the thirteenth century on in Islamic contexts. They would appear
to have had their beginnings in the “popular” spheres, rather than at court—
they were frequent, for example, in Sufi establishments such as khanqahs and
zāwiyas, and may first have taken place in Fatimid Egypt during the twelfth
century; if this is the case, then the festivity would likely have Shīʿite connec-
tions, at least in its earliest days.13 Be that as it may, themawlid quickly spread,
both to the east and the west, with documented and influential manifesta-
tions in Mecca (where even the holiest of Meccan sanctuaries were opened
to the public in honor of the celebration), Mosul—particularly notable were
the celebrations in the district of Irbil organized by one of Saladin’s brothers-
in-law—and across North Africa, with beginnings traceable to the thirteenth
century, from whence it made its way to al-Andalus.14
The Naṣrid celebration was large, with a notable mixture of social classes in

evidence, from the royal family, in all its numerous and not-always-amicable
branches, to descendants of the Prophet (about whom more below), to mem-
bers of local Sufi confraternities (those invited by the sultan to perform dhikr,
about which more below), to diplomatic guests from the Mārinid court at

12 Again, for the event in question, see: Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat; García Gómez, Foco de
antigua luz; Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”

13 Kaptein,Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 39–42.
14 Bárbara Boloix Gallardo, “Las primeras celebraciones del Mawlid en al-Andalus y Ceuta,

según la Tuḥfat al-mugtarib de al-Qaštālī y el Maqṣad al-šarīf de al-Bādisī,” Anaquel de
Estudios Árabes 22 (2011): 79–96; Celia del Moral and Fernando N. Velázquez Basanta, “La
casida mawlidiyya de Abu l-Qasim al-Barji,”Al-AndalusMaghreb 2 (1994): 83–120; Ahmed
Salmī, “Le genre des poèmes de nativité (maulūdiyya-s), dans le royaume de Grenade et
au Maroc au XIIIe et XIVe siècle,”Hespéris 43 (1956): 335–435.
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Fez to the Granadan bon ton, to select Christians (likely merchants) specially
invited for the occasion.The celebrationbegan around sunset,with prayers and
sermons and a procession involving hundreds of candles. Certain among the
guests greeted the sultan personally, as he sat in state, and everyone assumed
the place designated to him or her, thus composing a microcosm of the sul-
tanate’s social order.15
A lavishmeal was served, and themajority of the night was given over to the

recitation of poetic compositions produced especially for the occasion, among
them the verses by Ibn Zamrak cited earlier, whichwill provide the centerpiece
for the final, “experiential” section of this essay. The singer, ormusmiʿ, was spe-
cially “imported” for the occasion, and went by the sobriquet “al-Mārinī,” or
“the Mārinid,” his connections to that dynasty’s court thus being clear, though
he was reputed to have been born and educated in Mosul. These recitations
were accompanied by the aforementioned performances of dhikr and dance by
members of local Sufi confraternities. A final, lavishmeal was served at dawn.16
Themost important accountwe have of Muḥammad V’smawlid celebration,

and quite a detailed one, we owe to Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb, Naṣrid minis-
ter, courtier, historian, linguist and—pace the misgivings of some scholars on
this score, I believe that he was one—Sufi.17 Despite his careful description
of the equally careful choreography of the event in its many stages, one can-
not help but come away with an impression of chaos—hundreds of people,
the lavish meals, the brilliant lighting displays, sumptuous textiles, a reflective
pond, and the dancing, the singing, the shouting by Sufis (and, likely, others)
whenever a particularly well-turned phrase escaped the singer’s lips.18 Add
to this Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s assertion that many of those present were transported
into mystical ecstasy as they danced and listened: a tried and true, though not
uncontested, Sufi technique for reaching ecstasy, samāʿ (often associated with
dhikr) involving ritualized dancing. Now let us hold that (chaotic) thought as
we step back to consider setting and politics before returning to the question
of experience.

15 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 101–105, 128–129 (Arabic), 150–151 (Spanish); Robinson
and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”

16 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 129–133 (Arabic), 151–153 (Spanish).
17 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat, 291–327 (chapter 10). García Gómez’s edition and translation, Foco

de antigua luz, consists of selected passages from this original text.
18 For detailed discussion of the performances and visual effects orchestrated for Muḥam-

mad V’s mawlid celebration, see: Robinson, “Tents of Silk”; Robinson and Zomeño, “On
Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”
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2 The Setting

As mentioned, Muḥammad V’s mawlid celebration was held in the precincts
of the Naṣrid palace known to its fourteenth-century audience as al-Qaṣr al-
Ḥamrāʾ, from which the Latinized name Alhambra is derived.19 The setting for
these festivities seems to have been the patio or esplanade located between the
mishwār, the fourteenth-century entrance to the complex,20 and the entrance
to the Palace of Comares, which served both Muḥammad V and his father as a
throne room, with the sultan observing from within a lavish ceremonial tent
confected of priceless textiles, set up in front of the tower/reception room
(bahw) known today as the Torre de Machuca.21
In his account of the festivities, Ibn al-Khaṭīb describes a pond (birka) in

front of the tower, surrounded by allmanner of elaborate candelabra and other
lighting devices:

Encircling22 the stone borders of the pool was a thorny maze23 of cande-
labras of crystal and bronze, more numerous than any other royal house
possesses, more even than the treasuries of the caliphs. Candlesticks with
wide trays, tall columns and feet of ivory, hung with amultitude of recep-

19 The bibliography on the Alhambra is truly vast; useful starting points include: Antonio
Fernández Puertas, “El Arte,” in El reino nazarí de Granada (1232–1492): Sociedad, vida y
cultura, ed. María Jesús Viguera Molíns et al., Historia de España Menéndez Pidal VIII/4
(Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 2000), 191–284; Oleg Grabar, The Alhambra, rev. ed. (Sebastopol,
CA: Solipsist Press, 1992); José Miguel Puerta Vílchez, “La cultura y la creación artística,”
in Historia del reino de Granada, ed. Rafael Gerardo Peinado Santaella, Manuel Barrios
Aguilera, and Francisco Andújar Castillo, 3 vols. (Granada: Legado Andalusí, 2000), 1:349–
413; PuertaVílchez, Los códigosdeutopíade laAlhambradeGranada (Granada:Diputación
Provincial deGranada, 1990); PuertaVílchez, Leer laAlhambra:Guía visual delmonumento
a través de sus inscripciones (Madrid: Edilux, 2011); Juan Carlos Ruiz Souza, “El Palacio de
los Leones de la Alhambra: ¿Madrasa, zawiya y tumba deMuhammad V? Estudio para un
debate,” Al-Qanṭara 22 (2001): 77–120; Ruiz Souza, “El Palacio de Comares de la Alham-
bra de Granada: Tipologías y funciones. Nuevas propuestas de estudio,” Cuadernos de la
Alhambra 40 (2004): 77–102.

20 Ruiz Souza, “El Palacio de Comares.”
21 Ángel C. López López and Antonio Orihuela Uzal, “Una nueva interpretación del texto de

Ibn al-Jatīb sobre la Alhambra en 1362,” Cuadernos de la Alhambra 26 (1990): 121–144.
22 “Dāra bi” can also be translated as “revolving around” and—though Ibn al-Khaṭīb makes

no further reference to the use of mechanical devices in themise-en-scène—this is a pos-
sibility that should probably be borne in mind.

23 The word used here is ḥasak, which translates as “thorns,” “spines,” or “prickly herbs.” As
will be seen, fundamental to my argument will be Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s comparison of these
lighting devices to various sorts of vegetation.
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tacles for candles, were also placed about the open space; you’d think
they were [both] actual trees and sculptures of copper, the arrangement
of whose many pieces had occupied artisans for days. The result elicited
stupefaction and confounded thought. The candles were placed into the
thorny bodies of the candelabras, of an appearance between gouged and
turnedwith a lathe,minbars for the trunks ( j-dh-ʿ) of wax. Countless sorts
of lighting devicesmust also be listed: niche lamps, oil lamps, torch lights,
large candles, and small lamps, according to the [space offered by] places,
corners and nooks.

The intricate display of waxy columns and trunks was ministered to by the
hands of the priests of the houses of God, as the large solar disks of wax were
arranged, and wicks were ignited with fire:

Thus did that enormous tree, with its thicket of interlaced branches,
bloom and illuminate (azhara) and the marvelous spectacle delight.24

The overall effect of the spectacle—the lights, the movement, the reflections
in the pond—insistently likens the devices to trees, and equally insistently
links trees and vegetation with light in terms wemight described as “symbolic”
within a cosmology where “symbols” or “allusions” (ishārāt) corresponding to
what is seen or imagined while in ecstatic states represents greater Truth than
the “reality” human beings saw and through which they moved in their every-
day lives.25 These concepts will be important to the exploration of experience
undertaken below. Finally, as the ceremony progressed and night fell, it is prac-
tically certain that those present, at least while daylight lasted and their eyes
remained open, given that they were outside, would also have looked, at least
occasionally, up toward the surrounding hills that seem to wrap the Naṣrid
palace complex in anevergreenembrace—toward, that is, the actual landscape
that surrounded them—an important image to carry forward into the remain-
ing sections of this essay.

24 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat, 277; García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 127–128 (Arabic), 148–149
(Spanish). This passage is also translated and discussed in Robinson, “Tents of Silk.” The
translation has been slightly modified here.

25 Kristin Zahra Sands, Ṣūfī Commentaries on the Qurʾān in Classical Islam (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2006), 3, 17, 122–123.
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3 The Politics

The following observation is perhaps a bit obvious, but it is nonetheless worth
making, and doing so in the words of N.J.G. Kaptein, whose study of “the
Prophet Muḥammad’s birthday” is still the obligatory starting point for any
research concerning themawlid: “An important element… in almost allmawlid
celebrations … is the presence of guests … [who demonstrated] their loyalty
to their host simply by their presence.”26 Themawlid, in other words, and still
Kaptein’s, was intimately connected to political stability, and Muḥammad V’s
1362 celebration offers an excellent case in point.27
Indeed, this particular celebration was organized, at least in part, to mark

Muḥammad V’s return to the throne—he had spent the previous three years in
exile inMorocco as a guest of theMārinid court after having been ousted by his
half-brother Ismaʿīl II, whowas overthrown less than a year later andmurdered,
along with his brother Qays, by his uncle Abū Saʿīd. The uncle ruled for only
slightly longer than his nephew: he was shortly overthrown by Muḥammad V,
who would occupy the throne for the next twenty-nine years, only vacating it
upon his death. Muḥammad V’s second reign constituted one of the longest of
the dynasty, as well as one of the most stable periods of Naṣrid history.28 One
can indeed imagine that political stability and its demonstration would have
been a highly coveted commodity in Granada in December of 1362.
Between the moment of his return and the day of the celebration, Mu-

ḥammad V undertook a major architectural project, one component of which
was the “Palace of the Lions.” Though some have speculated that the mawlid
might have been staged there, most scholars agree that this structure was not
completed until sometime in the 1370s; indeed, it is possible that construc-
tion had not yet begun in December of 1362. Instead, as Ángel López López
and Antonio Orihuela Uzal have demonstrated, the mawlid was held in the
area that included the mishwār and surrounding patios and towers, which
is described by Ibn al-Khaṭīb as having been newly and lavishly outfitted,

26 Kaptein,Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 43.
27 Kaptein, Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 104; Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V,

Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”
28 For histories of the Naṣrid dynasty and detailed discussion of the political landscape, see:

Aḥmad Mukhtār ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ al-ʿAbbādī, El reino de Granada en la época de Muham-
mad V (Madrid: Instituto de Estudios Islámicos, 1973); Rachel Arié, L’Espagnemusulmane
au tempsdesNaṣrides (1232–1492) (Paris:DeBoccard, 1973);María JesúsVigueraMolins, ed.,
El reino nazarí de Granada (1232–1492): Política, instituciones, espacio y economía, Historia
de España Menéndez Pidal VIII/3 (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 2000).
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renovations and new constructions almost certainly heavily influenced by
Mārinid precedents.29
Ibn al-Khaṭīb had accompaniedMuḥammad V for themajority of his exile in

Morocco, enjoying the kindness of their host and protector, Sultan Abū ʿInān,
atmawlid celebrations, the most notable (according to theMārinid chronicler,
qāḍī, and Sufi IbnMarzūq) being held in 1360. Ruiz has argued cogently for the
importance of these contacts to the conception of the “Palace of the Lions,” as
well as substantial time spent in a renowned zāwiya in Salé, with the renowned
mystic Ibn ʿĀshir.30
It has become commonplace among scholars to assert that Muḥammad V’s

1362 mawlid celebration was conceived “in imitation” of these panoplies wit-
nessed at the Mārinid court.31 In other words, the Naṣrid cultural product is
divested of political, social, and devotional significance because it is simply “a
copy.” Imitation, of course, is the sincerest form of flattery, and there can be
very little doubt that the festivities organized at the Alhambra were planned
with Mārinid examples very much in mind—the dates line up perfectly. But
the Naṣrids didn’t stop at mere imitation. Rather, they seem to have taken the
Mārinid festivities apart, element by element, in order to trump them on each
and every one.
The Naṣrids and the Mārinids were allies, when convenient. But they also

hotly disputed territories, ports, and trading partners and privileges; these dis-
putes were sometimes direct and other times oblique, with the kingdoms of
Genoa, Castile, and Aragon employed as proxies.32 Meanwhile, poets, scholars,

29 See López López and Orihuela Uzal, “Una nueva interpretación.”
30 Ruiz Souza, “El Palacio de los Leones,” where he proposes the identification of the “Palace

of the Lions” as amadrasa and zāwiya complex, a theory which has occasioned no small
amount of critical debate, summed up in Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn
al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.” For the time spent by Ibn al-Khaṭīb in Salé, see: Kaptein, Muḥam-
mad’s Birthday Festival, 110; Jorge Lirola Delgado, “Ibn al-Jaṭīb al-Salmānī, Lisān al-Dīn,” in
Biblioteca de al-Andalus, ed. Jorge Lirola Delgado and José Miguel Puerta Vílchez, 7 vols.
and 1 vol. appendix (Almería: Fundación Ibn Tufayl de Estudios Arabes, 2004–2012), 643–
698. For a concise summary of Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s life and work in English, see Alexander
D. Knysh, “Ibn Al-Khaṭīb,” in The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: The Literature of
Al-Andalus, ed. María R. Menocal, Raymond P. Scheindlin, andMichael Sells (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 358–372.

31 Kaptein,Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 100–101.
32 On the complex international politics of the Naṣrid kingdom, see: Mercedes García-

Arenal and María Jesús Viguera, eds., Relaciones de la Península Ibérica con el Magreb
(siglos XIII–XVI) (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1988); Antonio
Peláez Rovira, El emirato nazarí deGranada en el siglo XV: Dinámica política y fundamentos
sociales de un Estado andalusí (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2009).
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preachers, and judges, not to mention semi-itinerant Sufi sheikhs, crossed the
straits frequently andwith ease, sometimes switching alliances—as, in fact, did
Ibn al-Khaṭīb—when itwas expedient todo so.Any gesture of imitation in such
a fluid context is a creative one, and in the particular case of the Naṣrids, the
intent was to secure political legitimacy.33
Sufism—or more specifically, a very public (albeit short-lived) alignment

between Sufism and the ruling dynasty—was an important component of this
strategy. Indeed, Ali Akhtar has recently argued that taṣawwuf as practiced
in the middle of the fourteenth century—at the precise historical moment of
Muḥammad V’smawlid celebration—might bemost productively viewed as an
arm of the state eagerly embraced at that time by the sultan to cement politi-
cal stability.34 Themawlid celebration, in fact, was a sort of debutante ball for
this new face of the dynasty, an occasion on which, I suggest, the Naṣrids were
invested in being “better” andmore “authentic” Sufis than theirMoroccan rivals
and allies and in doing so publicly, point by point.
The first point of comparison was that of kinship to the Prophet. The inti-

mate relationship cultivated by the Mārinid state with descendants of the
Prophet, commonly referred to as shurafāʾ, is well attested.35 While venera-
tion of the “People of the House”—the Prophet’s house, that is, or the ahl
al-bayt—was common in Shīʿite contexts much earlier than the fourteenth
century, and thus cannot be described as an exclusively “Sufi” phenomenon,
it is also true that these devotions intensified, in both “popular” and official
spheres, during the later Middle Ages, and often went hand in hand with the
spread and “mainstreaming” of Sufism.36 The presence of revered members of
the shurafāʾ at Mārinid mawlid celebrations was de rigueur, and one of the
most prominent groups of guests mentioned by Ibn al-Khaṭīb for the Naṣrid
mawlid is the Banū al-Fawāṭim, or the “tribe of the two Fāṭimas.”37 Designation

33 Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”
34 Ali Humayun Akhtar, “The Political Controversy over Graeco-Arabic Philosophy and Su-

fism in Nasrid Government: The Case of Ibn al-Khaṭīb in al-Andalus,” IJMES 47 (2015):
323–342.

35 Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1998); Mercedes García-Arenal, “Shurafā in the last years of
al-Andalus and in the Morisco period: Laylat al-mawlid and genealogies of the Prophet
Muḥammad,” in Sayyids and Sharifs in Muslim Societies: The Living Links to the Prophet,
ed. Morimoto Kazuo (London: Routledge, 2012), 161–184.

36 Javier Albarrán Iruela,Veneración y polémica:Muḥamad en la obra del Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ (Madrid:
Ediciones de La Ergástula, 2015); Alexander D. Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History
(Leiden: Brill, 2010); Schimmel, AndMuhammad Is His Messenger, 123–143, 290–294.

37 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 151. This could constitute a reference to the practic-
ing of including al-Fawāṭim and al-ʿAwātik among the Prophet’s kin, as noted by García-
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of these descendants through the female line is not particularly common but is
unquestioningly—and, in my view, correctly—accepted by Kaptein as a refer-
ence to descendants of the Prophet; this is despite García Gómez’s dismissal of
the phenomenon as “raro,” in keeping with his consignment of Naṣrid culture
and history to the curiosities bin.38 This preference for the feminine line may
well have been deliberate on the part of the Naṣrids, in an effort to confront
and trump the cult of the Virgin that characterized devotions at the courts of
their Christian Iberian allies and rivals.39 Most important to note here is that
the Naṣrids, through the presence of Banū al-Fawāṭim, were signaling to the
Mārinids (doubtless taking advantage of the presence of such notable guests as
Ibn Khaldūn and IbnMarzūq) that they were fully equipped to compete in the
laying of claims to shurafāʾ and in connecting them to their court and dynasty,
however tenuously.
The second point of comparison would have been a mechanical clock:

mawlid celebrations at both Naṣrid and Mārinid courts boasted one. In the
Mārinid case, the device is described in amawlidiyya dedicated to Abū ʿInān as
having “twelve apertures, from which a mechanically operated bird appeared
every hour,” indicating the correct time on a bit of paper, thus setting inmotion
a process by which a diminutive statue of a slave girl emerged, bearing in turn
her own bit of paper, on which a pledge of loyalty to the sultan was penned.40
The Naṣrids’ device was clearly inspired by the Mārinids’ but was significantly
more complex and integrated into the ceremony. Ibn al-Khaṭīb notes that its
doors were shaped like miḥrābs, and they, too, opened precisely at the top of
each of the twelve hours of the festivity, releasing their own bits of paper, sans
slave girls. Muḥammad V’s clock was a bit more sober than the device ordered
by his Moroccan counterpart: on each of the pieces of paper was inscribed
one of the twelve poems of the hours Ibn al-Khaṭīb himself had composed
for the occasion, some of which displayed significant Sufi content, particularly

Arenal, “Shurafā in the last years of al-Andalus,” 168, citing Maribel Fierro, “On al-Fāṭimī
and al-Fāṭimiyyūn,” JSAI 20 (1996): 130–161. See also: Cynthia Robinson, “Where Have All
the Boys Gone?: The Lady of the ‘Sala de Justicia’ Ceilings and Nasrid Poetics of Sacred
and Profane Love,” in Eros and Sexuality in Islamic Art, ed. Francesca Leoni andMika Natif
(London: Ashgate, 2013), 65–98.

38 Kaptein,Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 109.
39 Cynthia Robinson, “Trees of Love, Trees of Knowledge: Toward the Definition of a

Cross-Confessional Current in Late-Medieval Iberian Spirituality,”Medieval Encounters 12
(2006): 388–435; Robinson, Imagining thePassion inaMulticonfessionalCastile:TheVirgin,
Christ, Devotions, and Images in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013).

40 Kaptein,Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 106–107.



poetics of place in nasrid poems to the prophet 209

the poem that marked the hour for morning prayer, or ṣubḥ, which contains
lines such as, “Truth (al-ḥaqq) witnessed with his presence; he did not hide his
face.”41
The third point of comparison is that of ceremony and performance. Ear-

lier it was mentioned that local Sufi confraternities were invited to perform
dhikr at the Naṣrid mawlid celebration, and it will come as no surprise that
the Mārinid sultans engaged in similar practices, inviting celebrated mystics
to perform the samāʾ of the laylat al-mawlid with them.42 The exact circum-
stances under which this occurred—whether in the royal palace or elsewhere,
and onwhat scale—are unclear, but it is likely safe to assume thatMuḥammad
V intended for the performance of “his” Sufis to be “bigger and better.”
Though it is tempting to see the panoply organized by the Naṣrids for the

celebration of themawlid at their court in December of 1362 as a cynical appro-
priation of the sincere devotions of Sufi mystics for the self-aggrandizing pur-
poses of rival states, therewas perhaps a bitmore to it. Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s narration
states thatmany of those present achievedmystical ecstasy. The veracity of this
assertion has long been questioned by scholars: might it not, instead, be one
moremanifestation, amongmany, of the “religious cynicism” of theminister?43
García Gómez, in fact, believed the cynicism to have been fully substantiated
by Ibn al-Khaṭīb himself, in his choice of vocabulary to refer to those who
attained union with the divine—“al-wājid wa-l-mutawājid,” rendered by Gar-
cía Gómez as “those whowere truly enraptured and those who pretended to be
so.”44 Since the publication of García Gómez’s influential work, scholars have
consistently followed his translation of this phrase. Examined carefully, how-
ever, it becomes clear that another translation, and another interpretation, is
possible. In a 2004 study entitled A Psychology of Early Sufi Samāʾ: Listening
and Altered States, Kenneth Avery demonstrated convincing links between the
dancing, shouting—often in disorderly or nonsensical phrases which came to

41 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 103, 131–132 (Arabic), 154–155 (Spanish). For the poem
for ṣubḥ, see: ibid., 140 (Arabic text), 167 (Spanish translation). See also Robinson and
Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-Khaṭīb and Sufism.”

42 Kaptein, Muḥammad’s Birthday Festival, 121–122; Paul Nwyia, Ibn ʿAbbād de Ronda (1332–
1390): Unmystique prédicateur à la Qarawīyīn de Fes (Beirut: Imprimerie catholique, 1961),
43–80, esp. 67, cited apud Kaptein.

43 María Isabel Calero Secall, “El proceso de Ibn al-Jaṭīb,” Al-Qanṭara 22 (2001): 421–449;
Lirola Delgado, “Ibn al-Jaṭīb al-Salmānī”; Emilio de Santiago Simón, El Polígrafo granadino
Ibn al-Jatib y el sufismo: Aportaciones para su estudio (Granada: Diputación Provincial y
Departamento de Historia del Islam de la Universidad de Granada, 1983).

44 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 133 (Arabic), 156 (Spanish): “tanto los verdaderamente
entusiasmados como los que declaraban serlo.”
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be known as shatḥ45—along with fainting and other movements and utter-
ances referenced by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, and scientifically documented conditions of
trance, disassociation, and altered states.46 The critical, even ironic, tone vis-à-
vis Sufism that modern scholarship has imputed to Ibn al-Khaṭīb is rooted in
one word—al-mutawājid—the least kind translation of which would be “the
fakers.” As Avery ably demonstrates, though, while the term as it appears in
medieval Sufi texts orwritings about Sufismdating to themedieval periodoften
does indicate some consternation as to whose ecstasy was real and whose was
not (an extremely difficult determination to make by any standard), it is also
used to designate “those who are striving to attain ecstasy.” In a number of
contexts—albeit all earlier and further east than Naṣrid Granada; nonetheless,
these manuals circulated widely—the word is best translated as “novices” or
“apprentices,” those who are still learning the ropes.
Though he did criticize excesses and disruptive behavior on the part of some

Sufis, Ibn al-Khaṭīb by all indications appears rather to have approved of them.
Indeed, as Linda Jones demonstrates in a forthcoming essay, his writings likely
helped to complete theprocess of mainstreaming Sufism in fourteenth-century
Granadan society.47 In light of these considerations, we might retranslate the
sentence from Ibnal-Khaṭīb’s narrationof themawlid, giving adifferentnuance
to al-mutawājid:

Each time the professional reciter’s throat emitted a particularly passion-
ate, ardor-inducing phrase, the Sufis and fuqarāʾ—both those who were
enraptured48 and thosewhowere striving to become so [or “thenovices”],
following the example of their leaders49—received it with great fervor;
things got wild, there was nonstop dancing, mystical ecstasy triumphed
throughout, and noisy shouts were raised.

45 CarlW. Ernst,Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (Albany: StateUniversity of NewYork Press, 1985),
12 offers the suggestive translation of this term as “movement,” “overflowing,” “shaking the
house.”

46 Kenneth S. Avery, A Psychology of Early Sufi Samāʾ: Listening and Altered States (London:
Routledge, 2004), 26–28.

47 Linda Gale Jones, “Sufi Preachers in the al-Iḥāṭa fī akhbār Gharnāṭa of Ibn al-Khaṭīb: New
Perspectives onMystical Devotion and Piety in Nasrid Granada,” in Constructions of Devo-
tion across Islamic Lands, ed. Ana Echevarría, Cynthia Robinson, and Amalia Zomeño
(Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).

48 I have removed “truly” because it was added by García Gómez; there is no equivalent to
“truly” in the original Arabic.

49 The fact there were “leaders” to be “followed” argues in favor of the reinterpretation I pro-
pose.
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A very different sort of party indeed. Perhaps, rather than a simple making
public (and perhaps a public sham) of something intimate and ineffable, the
state of ecstasy was, in effect and in good faith, bestowed by the sultan upon
his guests: the (generous) gift of mystical fulfillment, or at least the possibility
thereof, along with all elements of the ceremonies and mise-en-scène.50
The specific circumstances of the particular historical moment in which the

mawlid festivity occurred also shore up the possibility of reclaiming “mystical
authenticity” (in so far as such is ever possible) for Ibn al-Khaṭīb. A fact that
scholarship knows but has a tendency to forget—though a reminder is offered
in a recent article by Akhtar51—is that, prior to Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s ignominious
end in a Mārinid prison following an inconclusive trial (which, though he had
managed to avoid extradition, had left him besmirched with accusations of
zindiq [heresy] and ḥulūl [incarnationism]), Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s Sufism had been
taken seriously enough by Muḥammad V that he was asked to write a treatise
in favor of it.52 Sufism (albeit carefully controlled under the watchful eye of the
state) was to be the new badge of honor of the Naṣrid state, and Ibn al-Khaṭīb
was to be its ambassador. Yet the resulting treatise, Rawḍat al-taʿrīf bi-l-ḥubb
al-sharīf (The garden of knowledge of noble love),53 moderate though it pur-
ported to be,54 ended up providing Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s enemies with exactly the
incendiary fodder they needed to bring him down.55 Much like the dismissal

50 On the (ultimately unanswerable) question of “authenticity” in mystical experience, see:
William Rory Dickson, “An American Sufism: The Naqshbandi-Haqqani Order as a Public
Religion,” Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 43 (2014): 411–424; Jürgen Wasim Frem-
bgen, “Dhamāl and the Performing Body: Trance Dance in the Devotional Sufi Practice of
Pakistan,” Journal of Sufi Studies 1 (2012): 77–113; Paulo G. Pinto, “Mystical Bodies/Unruly
Bodies: Experience, Empowerment and Subjectification in Syrian Sufism,” Social Compass
63 (2016): 197–212; Mattijs van de Port, “Circling around the Really Real: Spirit Possession
Ceremonies and the Search for Authenticity in Bahian Candomblé,”Ethos 33 (2005): 149–
179.

51 Akhtar, “Political Controversy.”
52 Akhtar, “Political Controversy”; Knysh, “Ibn Al-Khaṭīb”; Lirola Delgado, “Ibn al-Jaṭīb al-

Salmānī.” All of these contain lengthy bibliographies.
53 Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb, Rawḍat al-taʿrīf bi-l-ḥubb al-sharīf, ed. Muḥammad Kattānī. 2

vols. (Casablanca: Dār al-Thaqāfa, 1970).
54 See especially José Miguel Puerta Vílchez, “La peripecia política y mística de Ibn al-Jaṭīb

entre la Granada nazarí y el Magreb meriní,” in Historia del sufismo en al-Andalus: Mae-
stros sufíes de al-Andalus y el Magreb, ed. Amina González Costa and María Gracia López
Anguita (Madrid: Almuzara, 2009), 41–66.

55 Akhtar, “Political Controversy”; Calero Secall, “El proceso de Ibn al-Jaṭīb”; Alexander D.
Knysh, Ibn ʿArabī in the Later Islamic Tradition: TheMaking of a Polemical Image inMedie-
val Islam (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), 72–96; Puerta Vílchez, “La peripecia política.”
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of the “authenticity” of Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s Sufi inclinations, scholars have also dis-
missed out of hand the religious content of the virulent controversy stirred up
by the minister’s treatise, pointing instead to Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s irascible nature,
naked political ambition, and greed: the charges of heresy and incarnationism,
in other words, were trumped up simply in order to allow his political enemies
to more effectively persecute him. However, as Akhtar has pointed out, it isn’t
necessary to adopt an either/or position in order to understand the conflict;
instead, it should be regarded through the lens of both/and: Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s
personal characteristics did indeed rub a lot of people the wrong way, but it
is also true that crucial concepts were at stake—nothing less than the ways in
which man might legitimately know God and, according to the Sufis, likewise
be known by Him. The Sufis preferred direct access rather than a path medi-
ated by more conservative religious scholars, being very much of the opinion
that love was the way to get there and that such love was reciprocated by the
deity, resulting in the ecstasy, however fleeting and impermanent, of mystical
union.
Muḥammad V’s commission of the Rawḍa followed close on the heels of

the 1362mawlid celebration: the sovereign, during the early years of the 1360s,
had clearly decided to set his kingdom along a public path of alliance with
Sufism. At least two of the men who would later bring about Ibn Khaṭīb’s
downfall were present at themawlid celebration held in 1362, and one of these
men—Ibn Zamrak—offered a qaṣīda, or ode, to the sultan specifically com-
posed for the occasion. These compositions are at the center of the next and
final section, as they, or parts of them, were directly responsible for the ecstatic
shouts and fainting spells of the wājid and the mutawājid.56 Ibn Zamrak—
who authored the verses with which this study opened and was also Ibn al-
Khaṭīb’s student—was a full and (given his presence at and participation in
the event) certainly willing participant in the very public reification of many of
the concepts which he would, a mere few years later, find so repellant. The rea-
sons for this change in climate—though considerably beyond the scope of this
essay—deserve a great deal more scholarly attention than they have received
to date.

56 This observation was first made in Robinson and Zomeño, “On Muḥammad V, Ibn al-
Khaṭīb and Sufism,” and its consequences are examined more thoroughly here and in
Robinson, “Tents of Silk.”
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4 The Experience

I believe that the default assumption—given the official convocation of local
brotherhoods by the sultan, and their performance of dhikr at his request—
should be that this experience, in all its facets, was intended to be a “Sufi”
(or perhaps better said, given Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s description of it, amystical) one.
With this assumption, we will return to the poetic compositions produced for
this occasion, and to the conundrum of “why Najd?” The twenty-five lengthy
qaṣīdas, or odes, performed at the 1362mawlid celebration at the Alhambra, of
which the lines cited at the beginning of this essay form part, belong to a genre
known as mawlidiyyāt, or poems for the Prophet’s birthday. As in the case of
all Maghrebi or Andalusi cultural products, scholars have traditionally sought
the origins of these compositions in the central Islamic lands; and since the
celebration itself had Eastern precedents, such a search is not entirely without
logic. Nonetheless, based on an assessment of the numerous mawlidiyyāt sur-
veyed by Salmī, it seems that this particular poetic configuration is a product
of a particular time—all were produced between the years 761 and 768AH/1360
and 1367CE—and place.57 Therefore, wemight consider themawlidiyyāt as yet
another point on which the two courts consciously engaged in rivalry and one-
upmanship, and the remaining pages of this essay will be devoted to this very
task.
Mawlidiyyāt are long compositions, frequently of eighty lines or more, each

divided into the classic three sections that typified the qaṣīda from its earliest,
pre-Islamic, desert-dwelling days.58 They open with a nostalgic, amatory pre-
lude, a naṣīb set in the abandoned desert campsite of the departed beloved.
In this, they follow those earliest qaṣīdas, “Hanging Odes” ormuʿallaqāt.59 The
naṣīb is followed by the raḥīl, or traveling section, which evokes the poet’s
journey across arid deserts toward the safety of the patron’s court, finishing
with praises, in themadīḥ, of the patron’s generosity, piety, and prowess in bat-
tle.

57 Salmī, “Le genre des poèmes.”
58 Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta, “La casida mawlidiyya”; Salmī, “Le genre des poèmes.”

For a consideration of the sorts of qaṣīdaswithwhich thesemawlidiyyāt are in intertextual
dialogue (among them al-Busīrī’s Burda), see Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The Mantle
Odes: Arabic Praise Poems to the Prophet Muhammad (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2010).

59 Michael A. Sells, Desert Tracings: Six Classic Arabian Odes (Middletown, CT.: Wesleyan
University Press, 1989).
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Though the mawlidiyyāt recited at Muḥammad V’s mawlid have been ma-
ligned by scholars as over-long, repetitive, and even soporific,60 Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s
narration of the 1362Naṣrid festivitiesmakes clear, as noted above, that itwas in
fact themostmoving verses of these very compositions—almost certainly from
thenaṣīb, or amatory prelude—that drovemany of those present to the heights
of mystical ecstasy. Given that many of the poets and dignitaries present at
the 1362 celebration had attended similar festivities at the Mārinid court, it is
likely that there was a certain competitive edge in their planning and execu-
tion on either side of the straits. In a future study, I hope to undertake detailed
comparisons, but our focus here is on the Naṣrids’ compositions and their pen-
chant for the Najd.61 Since these compositions were the vehicles of choice for
those among the guests who wished to attain ecstasy, an examination of them
in terms of nuances and intricacies is in order.62 This examination will reveal
that the Naṣrids were very deliberate in their choice of Najd as a destination for
their mystical voyage.
Let us turn for a moment to the naṣīb of a mawlidiyya composed by an

Andalusi poet somewhat senior to Ibn Zamrak, known as al-Barjī.63 Born in
1310, al-Barjī immigrated to North Africa, attaining high rank at the Mārinid
court. The following composition,much favored in its day and praised as exem-
plary by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, was composed for and performed at theMārinid sultan’s
mawlid celebration of 761/1360. It is thus practically certain that both Muḥam-
mad V and Ibn al-Khaṭīb heard it.

When the censor appeared, a lover inclined toward passion (wajd),
One who’d never cared a fig for scoldings.

60 García Gómez, Foco de antigua luz, 105–108. In the best of cases, they are written off as
rather unimaginative imitations of the Hanging Odes: Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta,
“La casida mawlidiyya”; Salmī, “Le genre des poèmes.”

61 This essay is one among several that will lay the groundwork for amonograph in progress,
provisionally entitled “A Sufi Aesthetic? Images, Devotion, Power and Mysticism in the
Nasrid Kingdom of Granada.”

62 On other hand, Salmī—like the majority of the (few) scholars to have devoted atten-
tion to these compositions—considered them so interchangeable that he elected to
translate a pastiche of baits, rather than a single composition. See Salmī, “Le genre des
poèmes.”

63 For the English translation, I have consulted Del Moral’s and Velázquez Basanta’s edition
of the Arabic text as well as their Spanish translation. The composition was anthologized
in Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s Iḥāta, in al-Maqqarī’s Nafḥ al-ṭīb, and in the Nufādat al-jirāb, where Ibn
al-Khaṭīb originally reproduced it. See Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta, “La casidamaw-
lidiyya,” 94, 97–98.
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After separation, no room left for submission to patience,
And he wasted his time who insisted on rightly guided admonish-
ments.

If not for distance, the lover wouldn’t have spent an owl-eyed night in
disconsolate confusion,
Fighting off passion in secret, even as passion brought him to his
knees.

He confided to the night the secrets of his wild desire,
With his tears as his scribes, taking dictation from his sorrows.

Oh, bygone age spent in the sanctuaries of the east (ḥimāʿ), its moments
generously
Granting union on the absent one’s return.

Oh, neighbors, who entrusted, on their leaving, a conflagration
To burn, wholeheartedly, the one who wastes away [because of
them].

Can you imagine the days bringing together our separation, as it was
For us in those days, returning to the heart its plundered booty? …

In the estimation of Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta, who rely heavily on the
assessment of Salmī, thisnaṣīb is “typical.”The verses exude “anon-specific sen-
timent of love or sadness (wajd), the separation of the lovers, absence, the fig-
ure of the guard or censor (ʿatīb), an abandoned campsite—in this case, evoca-
tive of theHoly Sanctuaries, intimately connected to the life of the Prophet and
referred to via the term ḥimāʾ,” the poet’s distance from them filling him with
nostalgia.64
These lines are devoid of rhetorical frills and flourishes: they are concerned

primarilywith emotion and the floating, fleeting, and (for themost part) absent
objects of these emotions. The complex and omnipresent garden references
that would characterize court poetry beginning with the Abbasids in the ninth
century are, likewise, absent. The spare quality of al-Barjī’s versesmight be con-
trasted with the compositions of poets who resided and worked at the Naṣrid
court, such as in this poem by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, written amere five years later and
dedicated to the Naṣrid sultan on the occasion of hismawlid celebration:

[The flash of lightning] crowned the tops of the hills with blossoms
(nuwwār);
He wound rings of white flowers around the tender branches.

64 Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta, “La casida mawlidiyya,” 94–96.
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Oh, but how quickly this garden is scattered by the eastern wind,
Where once the bright smile of the white blooms flashed and the roses
showed their confusion!

Oh, land in whose valleys I passed my boyhood,
Where now our pact is not honored,

When the breeze weakens over her vacant courtyards,
It takes up aromas of willow, wormwood and myrtle …65

Though in the opening verses of hisnaṣīb, Ibn al-Khaṭīb, like al-Barjī, locates his
speaker in the traditional abandoned desert campsite, these lines also contain
themetaphorical collapsing of white daisy petals (a flower not native to desert
landscapes, but very frequently found among the complex ornaments of the
Abbasid poetic garden) with teeth glimpsed between the laughing lips of the
vanished beloved. The beloved’s mouth is then itself collapsed into the larger
landscape, producing the sort of complicated imagery reveled in—as eminent
scholar of Arabic poetry Suzanne Stetkevych has effectively argued—by the
sophisticated court poets and Baghdadi audiences, spawned by a poetic cul-
ture that had become a written and courtly as well as an oral one, in the ninth
century.66
In another composition and in ametaphorical sleight of hand similar to that

executed by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, poet and qāḍī Ibn al-Ḥajj’s poetic “I” grieves over
the torn petals of “blooms of beauty” and the cruelty of his beloved’s rejec-
tion, weaving yet another complexmetaphor—blooms that become textiles or
luxurious garments and vice versa—that literally fuses the two symbolic reper-
toires, that of the Jāhiliyya, or pre-Islamic ode, and that of the courtly ghazal:

[Alas for] the blooms of beauty in youth’s garden,
Sleeves rent asunder by their howdahs, calyxes bared;

She bewitches; she can, if she wishes, on any given day,
Throw lances of defamation, sending shudders [as they hit their
mark].

For her, man’s reason is booty—
That of those who die honorably from love’s swiftness.

Whenever she wills drunken ecstasy,
She gives us a draught of her bad omens, instead of wine …

65 Salmī, “Le genre des poèmes,” 410 (Arabic), 411 (French). This qaṣīda is not among those
included by Ibn al-Khaṭīb in the tenth chapter of his Nufāḍat al-jirāb.

66 Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, Abū Tammām and the Poetics of the ʿAbbāsid Age (Leiden:
Brill, 1991).
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Among that which passion has left to me is a flash of lightning—
We imagined it glimmering from between the teeth of a smile.

And the gust of a breeze, coming from a suit of armor—
By her squalls, the [entire] caravan dies of passion’s thirst …67

Azhāru ḥusnin bi-rawḍi-l-ṣabā/fataqna al-hawadiju ʿanha kamāman
Wa-fātinatin in tushāʾu yawma ṭaʿnin/ramit kulla rumḥin hazzat qawā-
man

Min al-sālibāti ʿaqūl al-rijāli/ʿalā surʿati al-ḥubbi mātū kirāman
Idhāmā arādat binā nashwatan/saqatnā shamāʾilahā lā al-madāma …
Wa-mimmā athāra lī al-wajd barqun/thanannāhu bayna al-thanāyā ibti-
sāman

Wa-nafḥatu rīḥin atat min zarūdin/bi-habbatiha al-rakbu mātū huyā-
man …

So well known and beloved, in fact, was the “daisy petal/flashing teeth of the
beloved” simile, that Ibn al-Ḥajj didn’t even feel obligated to complete it by
explicit mention of the flower. Rather, he adds on a component—the flash of
lightning, all that cruel love has left behind.
The poetic style that facilitates these verbal pyrotechnics was known as

badīʿ, a term in itself evocative of the delight and surprise of newness, discov-
ery, and invention. Badīʿ was enthusiastically imported into al-Andalus in the
eleventh century, by taifa-period poets and anthologists whoseworkwas, three
centuries later, highly favored at Naṣrid courts.68 The Naṣrid poet, in essence,
ushers his readers—and, more importantly, given that the composition was
intended for oral performance, his listeners—into the precious andmetaphor-
ically rich garden of the Abbasid ghazal, or love lyric, with the garden itself,
in each of its elements, standing in for the beloved’s body, whether human
or divine, and overlaid across the caravan and abandoned campsite, through
which palimpsest these latter still peep. Both locations, in other words, craggy
desert landscape and precious manmade garden, function in this mawlidiyya
as “the place of poetry.”
Indeed, the place of poetry by the later middle ages could—and often did

in the verses of such poetic luminaries as Rūmī, Ḥāfeẓ, Ibn ʿArabī, and Ibn al-
Fārid—contain the potential for interpretation in a devotional key.69 Suzanne

67 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat, 301.
68 Cynthia Robinson, In Praise of Song: The Making of Courtly Culture in Al-Andalus and

Provence, 1005–1134A.D. (Leiden: Brill, 2002).
69 Indeed, Ibn ʿArabī produced his own commentary to his Turjumān al-ashwāq (Transla-
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Stetkevychhaspersuasively argued that, in its earliest days,badīʿwasenmeshed
in the existential conundrum posed by the Muʿtazilites, who employed meta-
phor in Qurʾānic interpretation in order to avoid allowing the deity to be com-
pared to any of his creations.70 In more recent work concerned with the rich
semantic potential of the badīʿ style itself, she argues that, by the later mid-
dle ages, the use of this style in verses, as in the case of the Naṣridmawlidiyyāt,
composed for devotional purposes,makes of badīʿ a viable vehicle—equal, that
is, to the content of the verses themselves—for the achievement of mystical
enlightenment.71
Stetkevych’s arguments are based in the age-old tension between poetry

and the Qurʾān: the holy text’s eloquence, while held to be unique (iʿjāz al-
Qurʾān), was openly imitated (indeed, some might say rivaled) by poets.72 By
the fourteenth century, in other words, a devotee’s experience, in the context
of festivities such as the Naṣrid mawlid, of lyrics such as the naṣībs composed
by Ibn Zamrak, Ibn al-Ḥajj, and Ibn al-Khaṭīb, might well be similar to a mys-
tic’s encounter with the continuous linguistic miracle of the Qurʾān. That is to
say, the amatory preludes of these Naṣridmawlidiyyāt, far from being—in the
rather unfortunate words of Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta—“un puro ejer-
cicio retórico” (amere rhetorical exercise)73—arepotentially, if not sacred texts
themselves, texts which open the door, at the moment of their performance,
onto a journey of sacred experience.
So what about place? Where was this experience, this journey, envisioned

as taking place? Al-Barjī’s naṣīb, in fact, evokes a sort of nonplace: the aban-
doned campsite is a topos with no specific geographic referent to anchor it, if
not that of theMeccan sanctuaries, but those are characterized as “far,” so they
themselves cannot be the setting—indeed, they are more fruitfully compared,
as they frequently were, to an absent beloved. In the lines withwhich this essay
opened, by contrast, Ibn Zamrak’s speaker is portrayed as “anjada”-ing, that
is, traveling the highlands of Najd: we know exactly where he is. In a similar

tor of desires) in order to leave no mistake in the matter. See: Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn al-ʿArabī,
Turjumān al-ashwāq (Beirut: Dār Sādir, 1966); Reynold A. Nicholson, trans., The Tarjumán
al-Ashwáq: ACollection of MysticalOdes byMuḥyiʾddín Ibn al-ʿArabí (London: Royal Asiatic
Society, 1911).

70 Stetkevych, Abū Tammām.
71 Stetkevych,Mantle Odes, 75.
72 MuḥammadKhalaf-AllāhAḥmad andMuḥammadZaghlūl Sallām, eds.,ThreeTreatises on

the Iʿjāz of the Qurʾān: Qurʾanic Studies and Literary Criticism, trans. Issa J. Boullata (Read-
ing: Garnet Publishing, 2014).

73 Del Moral and Velázquez Basanta, “La casida mawlidiyya,” 96–97.



poetics of place in nasrid poems to the prophet 219

vein, Ibn al-Khaṭīb dedicates forty-three of the eighty-two verses of the maw-
lidiyya quoted above to the evocation of a thunderstorm in—where else?—
Najd.
The flash of lightning is, arguably, the focal point of Ibn Khaṭīb’s “Najdian”

landscape, and it also torments the weeping Ibn al-Ḥajj in his lyrical lament,
in the form of a cruel flash of the departing beloved’s smile. There, indeed,
the lightning is referred to as bāriq al-najdī, or “the lightning flash from Najd.”
To wit, a device imported from the “secular” terrain of “profane” love poetry,
is turned, in both these compositions, into a focus of sacred meditation: as
demonstrated in a variety of devotional literary formats dating to the later
Middle Ages, the brilliant flash of lightning came to be widely understood as
one of the metaphorical manners in which the Prophet might be evoked.74
And in Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s lines, in keeping with Sufi cosmological theory, Muḥam-
mad is an active principle of creation, bringing the garden—quite literally—to
life.75
With these observations in mind, let us return briefly to Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s

description of the lighting display surrounding the pool at the center of the
patio where Muḥammad V observed the festivities from within his ceremonial
tent, cited above.The verb I have translated as “bloomand illuminate” isazhara.
This word and its attending concept—the fusion of vegetation and light—was
one particularly beloved by Sufis, and it is prominent in their interpretations,
or tafsīr, of the Qurʾān. Kristin Zahra Sands, in one of the few analyses of Sufi
Qurʾānic commentary available, has discussed how azhara, and indeed any
verb having to do with the production or diffusion of light, would have been
understood in the context of the Sufi concept of the divinity’s use of divine
light to “make” or “create” the Prophet.76 In al-Andalus, this conceptwas further
nuanced and enriched by the habitual metaphorical equation, in the contexts
of poetry and rhymed prose, of plants and vegetation with light, particularly
well exemplified in this passage from Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s introduction to the Raw-
ḍat al-taʿrīf :

May God bless his servant and Prophet, our Lord Muḥammad, pearl in
the necklace of His well-ordered lovers, merchant of the most coveted
goods of His unity, girded with refulgent and radiant proofs and blinding

74 For a complete discussion of the symbolic repertoire related to the Prophet, see Schimmel,
AndMuhammad Is His Messenger.

75 Mohamed Haj Yousef, Ibn ʿArabī—Time and Cosmology (London: Routledge, 2008). This
is also discussed in Robinson, “Tents of Silk.”

76 Sands, Ṣūfī Commentaries, 122–123.
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miracles, like the bursting forth of celestial branches which, like the sun,
appear on the horizon, adorned with most excellently brilliant flower of
all flowers (zahr al-azhār), like the restive thunder that leads the cloud-
caravan, while the ardent breezes urge the forms of its branches into an
embrace …77

These concepts are present intertextually in Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s “Najdian” valley,
which, in addition to its possibilities for being read as an evocation of the
Prophet, is one that reflects, with striking exactitude and feature by feature,
Jaroslav Stetkevych’s description of the actual, physical place:

The most obvious characteristic of Najd is that it is the centrally located
high plateau of the Arabian Peninsula. It is flanked by mountain ranges
on the west and east and by inclement deserts on the north and south.
There are only seasonal streams in Najd, as well as several springs that
form oasis-like ponds surrounded by vegetation, but even these are not
stable in their water level …78

These characteristics are the same ones highlighted by medieval geographers
suchas al-Hamdānī,Yāqūt, andothers. And theNajdwas famous for the sudden
spring rainstorms such as that evoked by Ibn al-Ḥajj—described in detail by
Ibn Jubayr, and giving rise to the refrain noted by al-Bakri, “saqa allāhu Najdan
min rabʿīn wa-ṣayfin”—which turned arid plains into blooming prairies, if only
for the briefest of seasons.79 Indeed, Ibn al-Ḥajj’s qasīda, fromwhich the verses
quoted above were taken, begins with this line: raʾyy allāhu najdan wa ḥayyā
al-khayāman/wa-in hiyya hājit li-qalbī gharāman (“MayGod preserveNajd, and
give long life to her tents, even tho’ they’ve spurned my infatuated heart”). The
poet thus locates the rest of his composition, not only in Stetkevych’s indefinite
and protean Najd, the object of poetic longing, but in a sustained evocation of
the actual, physical place.
Earlier, itwas suggested that the visual panoply enjoyedby guests atMuḥam-

mad V’s mawlid celebration would have included the hills covered with ever-
green and scrubby brush that seem to wrap the Naṣrid palace complex in a
craggy embrace, a landscape much more evocative of the highlands Najd than
of deserts of the Ḥijāz. It is probable that most of those present would have

77 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Rawḍat al-taʿrīf, 79–80.
78 Stetkevych, Zephyrs of Najd, 121.
79 Grohmann and McLachlan, “Nad̲jd̲,” with in-text primary source citations.
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been aware of these similarities, either through personal experience or sec-
ondhand knowledge, and it is not too much of a stretch, I think, to imagine
that those who organized the mawlid festivities took advantage of them. The
ceremonial tent occupied by Muḥammad V and his most esteemed courtiers
would surely have called to the minds of all those who saw it the mythi-
cal tents whose occupants so cruelly disdained Abū Isḥāq ibn al-Ḥajj, but
which, hopeless with lovesick longing, he blesses anyway. With its heavy pan-
els of silk brocade densely embroidered with deep green leaves and flowering
branches, as described through the metaphor-rich conventions of waṣf by Ibn
al-Khaṭīb, was itself fused with the fleeting beauty of the garden set into the
high, arid plains of Najd, suddenly burst into flower after a torrential rain-
storm, as described by the same author in the verses cited above. The patio,
with its shimmering pool surrounded by a dense thicket of wax trunks and
bronze branches ablaze with white flower-lights, for whose generous preserva-
tion Abū Isḥāq ibn al-Ḥajj had, likewise, prayed, could be none other than the
“oasis-like ponds” referenced by medieval geographers,80 surrounded by ver-
dant vegetation. Muḥammad V, in other words, appears to have spent lavishly
and ostentatiously on a reproduction—a sort of visual panoply of translatio—
in order to evoke a very particular sense of place.
But why Najd? If we recall the competition, mentioned earlier, between the

Naṣrids and theMārinids over whose court boasted more andmore noble shu-
rafāʾ, and view this competitive edge as part of a larger quest on the part of the
Naṣrid dynasty to promote its claims to the status of caliphate, the choice will
begin tomake a certain amount of sense. It was alsomentioned earlier that the
Naṣrids made a rather particular use of the feminine line of descent in order
to make these claims, referring to the Banū al-Fawāṭim, or “Tribe of the Two
Fāṭimas.” The Naṣrids were not the only ones to make these claims through
references to Fāṭima, as Maribel Fierro has demonstrated; those who do so,
however, are generally more than conscious of the fact that their actual claims
to kinship with the Prophet are tenuous to nonexistent.81 Indeed, though they
clearly went to great lengths to imply such connections, the Naṣrids never actu-
ally claimed, in so many words, that they themselves were descended from
the Prophet; instead they had their court literati spill a great deal of ink in
order to cement and publicize their almost certainly fabricated bloodline lead-
ing back to the Yemeni Banū Khazraj, who were among the “Companions” or
“Helpers”—the Anṣār—of the Prophet.82

80 Grohmann and McLachlan, “Nad̲jd̲.”
81 Fierro, “On al-Fāṭimī and al-Fāṭimiyyūn.”
82 Bárbara Boloix Gallardo, “The Genealogical Legitimization of the Naṣrid Dynasty: The
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I would suggest that such insistent references to, and such a lavish evocation
of, Najd were part of a similar tactic: if claims to bloodline connections to the
Prophet’s family, and thus to the Ḥijāz, were unsustainable, shift the focus else-
where, and ensure that that association appears even more desirable (and, as
will be seen, possessed of more local resonance) than the Ḥijāz. In the early
pages of this essay, mention was made of an unfortunate gentleman by the
name of Qays, third son of the Naṣrid sultan Ismaʿīl II, whose uncle took the
precautionof getting rid of himaswellwhenhe stole the throne fromhis father.
“Qays,” many readers will know, was also the given name of an individualmuch
more famous as “Majnūn” (“the crazy one,” or “the madman”). The beloved tale
is well known: Majnūn, sometime during the earliest days of Islam, or perhaps
thewaningdays of the Jāhiliyya, pined for love of awomannamedLayla,whose
hand hewas denied. This caused him to lose control of his faculties to the point
that he spent the remainder of his life wandering in the wilderness and liv-
ing among the beasts, reciting brilliant and heartrending love poetry when the
spirit moved him.83
Najd, not the Ḥijāz, was the birthplace of this original pair of star-crossed

lovers, whose love became one of the earliest hits to perform the feat of cross-
ing over from the realm of the secular into the sacred, as a metaphor for
the ecstatic, shared (but ultimately impossible to sustain while on earth) love
between mystic and deity.84 Indeed, a number of references to the Madman
and his Lady of the Night are found in Naṣrid verses collected by Ibn al-Khaṭīb,
thus demonstrating their popularity at the Naṣrid court.85 Ibn al-Khaṭīb’s pre-
sentation of them does not indicate whether these compositions were intend-
ed for sacred or secular purposes, but likemany poems on similar themes, they
could have served equally well for either, and most probably did.

Alleged Anṣārī Origins of the Banū Naṣr,” in Bennison, Articulation of Power, 61–86; Rubi-
era Mata, “El califato nazarí.” For Naṣrid genealogical legitimacy, see also Maribel Fierro,
“The Ansaris, Nasir al-Din, and the Nasrids in al-Andalus,” JSAI 32 (2006): 232–247.

83 Qāsim Ḥaddād, Akhbār majnūn Laylā (Bahrain: al-Kalimah li-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzīʿ, 1996);
AndréMiquel,Majnûn et Laylâ: L’Amour fou (Paris: Sindbad, 1984); Miquel, Deux histoires
d’amour: De Majnûn à Tristan (Paris: Odeile Jacob, 1996). The most famous version of the
tale is Niẓāmī Ganjavī, The Story of Layla and Majnun, ed. and trans. Rudolf Gelpke, in
collaboration with E. Mattin and G. Hill (Oxford: Cassimer, 1966).

84 For the interpretation of the tale in a mystical key, see: Joyce Åkesson, Arabic Love Poetry
from the Desert: Majnūn Leyla, Arabic Text, Commentary, and Translations (Lund, Sweden:
Pallas Athena Distribution, 2012); Yeşim Aksan and Dilek Kantar, “NoWellness Feels Bet-
ter than This Sickness: Love Metaphors from a Cross-Cultural Perspective,”Metaphor and
Symbol 23 (2008): 262–291; Luce López-Baralt, “St. John’s Nocturnal Beloved Could Have
Been Named ‘Layla,’ ”Medieval Encounters 12 (2006): 436–461.

85 Robinson, “Where Have All the Boys Gone,” 72–77.
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TheNajd, then, the ur-place of poetry and of the purest Arabic language,86 in
the context of that Naṣridmawlidiyyāt, has for all intents and purposes usurped
the place of pilgrimage, and Muḥammad V and company were certainly most
gratified when the eminent scholar and poet Ibn Khaldūn, who, as mentioned
earlier, hailed from the Mārinid court, addressed the assembled company on
the occasion of theNaṣrid celebration of themawlid, as “Oh, people of Najd (yā
ahla Najdī), of a land more beautiful than Firdaws (that is, Paradise) itself!”87
Indeed, the shaykh, faqīh, kātib, and qāḍī Abū Isḥāq ibn al-Ḥajj, whose qasīda
was quoted earlier, deliberately evokes Majnūn himself, conjuring “dwelling
places who fell in love with the one who wandered among them,”88 thus offer-
ing, to the ecstatic dancers present at Muḥammad V’smawlid celebration, the
seductive possibility of assuming the persona of that quintessential lover, who
was equally available for secular and sacred purposes.
These evocations of the Najd also held local resonances for the residents

of Granada, given that the capital possessed its own quartier known by that
same name—a place where, as Ibn Baṭṭūta recounts in his well-known travel
narrative, numerous Sufi lodges were located.89 The Granadan Najd was also,
according to Morisco sources, a locale which, among several others in the
vicinity of the Naṣrid capital, was known for strange and apparently sponta-
neous bright lights and luminosities associated with the presence of graves
of holy ones (sulaḥāʾ) and manifestations of divine presence.90 Though we
possess little concrete information concerning the devotional landscape of
Granada and its environs during the fourteenth century, it is at least possible,
and indeed probable, that the Morisco tradition is founded in Naṣrid prece-
dents.
In conclusion I’d like to return once more to the Naṣrids’ decision to call

attention to members of the “Tribe of the Two Fāṭimas” at the 1362 mawlid
celebration. I believe that this decision has a great deal to do with Granada’s
physical proximity to, and diplomatic and cultural intimacy with, the Chris-
tian kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, where the cult of the Virgin had, in con-
temporary terms, gone viral, and with a number of characteristics that were

86 Grohmann and McLachlan, “Nad̲jd̲.”
87 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat, 297.
88 Ibn al-Khaṭīb, Nufāḍat, 301.
89 Evariste Lévi-Provençal, “La visite d’ Ibn Battuta à Grenade,” inMélanges Offerts àWilliam

Marçais par l’ Institut d’études islamiques de l’Université de Paris (Paris: Éditions G.P. Mai-
sonneuve, 1950), 216.

90 A. Katie Harris, FromMuslim to Christian Granada: Inventing a City’s Past in Early Modern
Spain (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 40–45.
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uniquely Iberian (and in some cases, uniquely Castilian).91 As I have suggested
elsewhere, the realm of the sacred in the Naṣrid sultanate—the devotional
landscape of its imaginary—was consistently prone to slippage toward the
feminine.92 Earlier, I highlighted a passage of the introduction to a treatise
on Sufism entitled Rawḍat al-taʿrīf bi-l-ḥubb al-sharīf, in which Ibn al-Khaṭīb
metaphorically collapsed images of the Prophetwith those of trees, and he per-
formed similar metaphorical pyrotechnics in a feminine key: at the very center
of his treatise is the “tree of love,” or “shajarat al-ḥubb,” which he, literally, incar-
nates as a Lady (somaybe he was guilty of incarnationism, or ḥulūl, after all).93
In another naṣīb, he links his lady-tree both to things celestial, and to a flash of
lightning:

Is that the tinkling of your jewels, or the heart’s guardians,
Leaning toward one another in idle chatter?

Is that the glint (of a necklace) at your throat, or the flash of lightning?
Could it be the blinding glitter of your earrings? Or maybe it’s Gem-
ini.

Oh, bān tree (f.)! The leaves of youth find protection and patronage in
her shadow;
It is as though my heart, among them, were a dove.

Oh, full moon, by whose glow the noble night-journeyer through the
waterless desert
Is rightly guided—my Laylā is night, and my dark night is Laylā!

Shall I complain of you (f.)? Or shall I complain to you of my burning
passion?
You are the remedy, but from you came the malaise.94

This lyric is almost certainly a tip of the hat toward the famous Sufi ghazal by
equally famed Egyptian mystical poet Ibn al-Fāriḍ, “Was that Layla’s fire?”95

91 Robinson, Imagining the Passion.
92 Robinson, “Marginal Ornament,” 205–207; Robinson, “Where Have All the Boys Gone”;

Cynthia Robinson and Bárbara Boloix Gallardo, “Nasrid Religiosity in al-Bunnāhī’s ‘al-
Maqāmaal-Nakhliyya’ (SLEÁrabe 1653),” inConstructionsof Devotionacross IslamicLands,
ed. Echevarría, Robinson, and Zomeño (forthcoming).

93 Robinson, “Where Have All the Boys Gone,” 77–81; Robinson and Boloix Gallardo, “Nasrid
Religiosity.”

94 Lisān al-Dīn ibn al-Khaṭīb, Dīwān Lisān al-Dīn Ibn al-Khaṭīb al-Salmānī, ed. Muḥammad
Miftāh (Beirut: Dār al-Thaqāfa, 1409/1989), 1:93. Also cited in Robinson, “Where Have All
the Boys Gone,” 70.

95 On Ibn al-Fāriḍ, see Th. Emil Homerin, Passion BeforeMe,My Fate Behind: Ibn al-Fāriḍ and
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Perhaps, as they danced ’round the oasis (i.e., pond) at the center of the glim-
mering re-creation of Najd offered to them by Muḥammad V—in exchange,
of course, for their support in the cause of the legitimization of the Naṣrid
dynasty—the ecstatic members of Sufi confraternities convoked for the occa-
sion, imagining themselves love-crazed Majnūns in the most spiritual of keys,
caught fleeting glimpses of Layla among the fiery branches of the candelabra-
trees, imageswhich, according to the Sufi cosmologies inwhich theyweremost
certainly steeped, were real.96 Realer, indeed, than real—these visions visited
upon them by the divine (with a bit of help, perhaps, from the poet, the reciter,
and Muḥammad V’s lavish display) were Truth incarnate, and everything else
but lies and shadows.
Evocations of the Najd, which collapsed immediate surroundings with dis-

tant, imagined ones, were merely one component of the multimedia panoply
orchestrated by the sultan on the occasion of the 1362 celebration of themawlid
at the Naṣrid court, albeit an important one. The fact that mawlid festivities
were never again repeated on such a scale at the Granadan court makes it dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to trace their repercussions in Naṣrid culture at large.
Likewise, it is not easy to determine—though future research will hopefully
offer at least apartial answer—whether the concept of theNajd as focusof mys-
tical longing had meaning and staying power beyond the relatively restricted
sphere of the court. Perhaps its presence in theNaṣrid cultural landscapewas as
fleeting and evanescent as the sensations conjured by the heartrending notes
of the reciter’s voice, as he intoned the nasībs of Ibn al-Ḥajj, Ibn al-Khaṭīb, and
Ibn Zamrak against a blaze of candlelight reflected in a glittering pond, one
December night in 1362.
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chapter 11

The Story of the Crooked Preacher by Jacob ben
Elʿazar

Tova Rosen

The story translated below is the eighth in a collection of ten maqāmāt1 called
Sefer ha-Meshalim (The book of fables) by Jacob ben Elʿazar, a late twelfth- and
early thirteenth-century Jewish author from Toledo.2 Unlike his more famous
contemporary and compatriot Judah al-Ḥarīzī, whose collection of maqāmāt,
Sefer Taḥkemoni, was copied dozens of times and was familiar to readers
throughout the generations,3 Jacob ben Elʿazar remained rather anonymous,
even to literati and scholars. A single manuscript of Sefer ha-Meshalim (copied
in 1268) surfaced in the mid-nineteenth century but had to wait until the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century for its gradual exposure by Jefim Schirmann.4
All ten stories by Ben Elʿazar open with the phrase “Thus said Lemuel, son

of Ithiel,” utilizing the patronymic formulation of the narrator’s name as is
standard in Arabic maqāmāt. By choosing these particular Hebrew names,
Ben Elʿazar cleverly embedded himself in two acclaimed literary legacies: (a)
ancient Hebrew gnomic literature, and (b) the Arabic-Hebrew tradition of the
maqāma. Lemuel and Ithiel are two sages mentioned in the biblical book of
Mishle (which the title Sefer ha-Meshalim is also related to).5 Additionally,

1 For the genre, see: Rina Drory, “The Maqama,” in The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature:
The Literature of Al-Andalus, ed. María Rosa Menocal, Raymond P. Scheindlin, and Michael
Sells (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2000), 190–210; JaakkoHämeen-Anttila,Maqama: A
History of a Genre (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2002).

2 As concluded by Matti Huss (in Benayahu Volume, II 2019), the work is likely to have been
written in the early 20s of the thirteenth-century. For more on the author and his work,
see Ḥayyim Schirmann, The History of Hebrew Poetry in Christian Spain and Southern France
(Hebrew), ed., supplemented, and annotated by Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
1997), 222–255. Ben Elʿazar was also a translator from the Arabic, his most famous transla-
tion being the narrative collection Kalila and Dimna.

3 It was first printed in Istanbul as early as 1478. Al-Ḥarīzī is also the translator of al-Ḥarīrī’s
Maqāmāt and Maimonides’s Guide.

4 Abraham Geiger published an introduction to the work in 1857. Schirmann published six
of its maqāmāt between 1939 and 1976. The full work, edited by Yona David, was inaccu-
rately titledThe Love Stories of Jacob ben Elʿazar (1170–1233?) (Hebrew) (Tel Aviv: Ramot, 1992–
1993).

5 Prov 30:2 and 31:1. Mashal is a multivalent word in Hebrew, meaning fable, parable, story,
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Ithiel, connects the author/narrator to thenarrator inMaḥberot Itiel—Judahal-
Ḥarīzī’sHebrew translationof the renownedMaqāmāt by the eleventh-century
al-Ḥarīrī of Basra.
Unlike in classical maqāmāt where a single narrator tells about a single hero

(usually a wandering charlatan who, appearing each time in another disguise,
extorts money from people and then disappears), Ben Elʿazar’s narrator is not
obligated to either a single hero nor to a single narrative formula—hence, his
narrative experimentalism and his openness to various influences.
Although Sefer ha-Meshalim does not come close to al-Ḥarīzī’s phenome-

nal rhetorical virtuosity, Ben Elʿazar’s choice of materials and imaginative plots
surpasses even those of themore famousmaster. Besides commonplace topics
(e.g., poetic competitions and disputations between opposites), Ben Elʿazar’s
maqāmāt feature themes such as exotic adventures in palaces in a mythic Ori-
ent, duels (one with a black giant, another between two women warriors),
transvestism, courtly love, bigamy, spiritual love, pedophilia, and so on and so
forth.6 Under the generic umbrella of the “maqāma,” Ben Elʿazar introduced
a variety of literary modes (e.g., romance, allegory, satire) inspired by both
Arabic and Romance sources. Jonathan Decter has expounded at length on
Ben Elʿazar as a case-study of thirteenth-century Hebrew literature in a hybrid
Arabic/Romance environment.7 The eighth maqāma translated here “deviates
from the regular topics of belles-lettres of the period.”8

poem, maxim, saying, simile, allegory, satire, example, byword, etc. Virtually all of these
meanings are applicable to Sefer ha-Meshalim.

6 Schirmann, History of Hebrew Poetry, 224–240, discusses themes, sources, and problems in
Ben Elʿazar. Jonathan P. Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature: Between al-Andalus and Christian
Europe (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007) explores Ben Elʿazar’s entire collection
in comparison with al-Ḥarīzī’s Taḥkemoni. For themes and specific maqāmas see Decter’s
index, s.v. Sefer ha-Meshalim, 301–302. For discussions of the first and sixth maqāmas see
Tova Rosen, Unveiling Eve: Reading Gender in Medieval Hebrew Literature (Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 95–102, 159–167. For the sixth and eighth maqāmas, see
Abraham Melamed, The Image of the Black in Jewish Culture: A History of the Other, trans.
Betty Sigler Rozen (London: Routledge Curzon, 2003), 160–168. I have translated the entire
sixth maqāma: see Rosen, “Love and Race in a Thirteenth-Century Romance in Hebrew, with
a Translation of The Story of Maskil and Peninah by Jacob Ben Elʿazar,” in Confronting the
Present with the Past: Essays in Honour of Sheila Delaney, special issue of Florilegium 23.1,
ed. A.E. Christa Canitz and Andrew Taylor (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
2006), 155–172. For discussion of the eighth maqāma, see Ḥayyim Schirmann, “A Tale of a
Hypocritical Old Man,” in Studies in the History of Hebrew Poetry and Drama (Hebrew), 2
vols. (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1979), 1:375–388. Decter dedicated to the eighth maqāma an
exhaustive analysis, Iberian Jewish Literature, 164–174, 186–188, 211.

7 See Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature, esp. 136–156.
8 Schirmann, History of Hebrew Poetry, 230.
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In the exposition to the eighth maqāma, the narrator Lemuʾel ben Ithiel,
presents himself as a veteran traveler who, roaming the roads of the world and
visiting its great cities, has experienced riches and poverty and befriended vil-
lains as well as nobles. Functioning here both as a narrator and a protagonist,
Lemuel arrives at a city of justice and peace, but soon reveals that it reeks of
evil and corruption. He plans to escape it but is halted by a huge gathering in
the city square. The crowd is fascinated by a beard of gargantuan measures
belonging to a preacher by the revolting name of Akhbor. This humongous
andunruly beard is extensively and exaggeratedly described, here and through-
out the story. In his long and florid sermon, the old man urges them to repent
their sins and promises them that—if only they give to charity—God will par-
don them and let them rest in His shade. The sermon includes two exempla
telling about the punishment of those who refused to help the needy. The
narrator senses the dramatic irony produced by the dissonance between the
ludicrous spectacle and the pious sermon. The crowd enjoys the show and
pays Akhbor’s assistants generously. Lemuel gets suspicious. He secretly fol-
lows the preacher and of his two assistants who walk home loaded with the
loot.9
They arrive at a luxurious mansion. From his hiding place Lemuel is able

to see the patio, the pool, the flower-beds, and all the precious items unlaw-
fully obtained by Akhbor. Peering now into the inner rooms Lemuel sees Akh-
bor partying in an Andalusian style—dining, drinking, singing, dancing, and
flirting—with four young maidservants. While drinking, each of the four girls
improvises a wine-poem in an elegant classical style, and Akhbor retorts with
a poem of his own.10
As the maidservants leave, a most unattractive Kushite (black African)

woman enters the room to have enthusiastic intercourse with Akhbor. Lemuel
is disgusted and infuriated with Akhbor’s choice of sexual partner.11 Interrupt-

9 Up to this point, the narrative closely follows the line of a standardmaqāma. Several clas-
sical maqāmāt feature an eloquent charlatan donning a religious guise (of a preacher, a
dervish, a mufti, or a pilgrim) who extorts money from the audience. See, for instance, al-
Ḥarīrī’sMaqāmāt, nos. 1, 11, 12, 28, 39, and 41. Judah ben Solomon al-Ḥarīzī,Maḥberot Itiel
(ed. Yitzḥaq Peretz, Tel Aviv: Maḥbarot le-sifrut, 1951), nos. 1, 11, and 12; Judah al-Ḥarīzī,
Taḥkemoni or The Tales of Heman the Ezrahite (Hebrew), ed. Joseph Yahalom and Naoya
Katsumata (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2011), nos. 2 and 4.

10 A similar scene occurs in al-Ḥarīrī’s twelfth maqāma in which a false dervish disappears
after extorting money from a group of travelers. Later, they meet him carousing in a wine
tavern surrounded by female musicians who improvise wine songs similar to the ones
sung in our maqāma.

11 Schirmann, “Tale of a Hypocritical” and Melamed, Image of the Black (see note 6 above)
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ing the couple, he reproaches Akhbor for having sex with an old black woman.
Lemuel beats the couple and strips them of their clothes. At this point Akhbor,
angry, and Lemuel, furious, conduct a witty disputation over the pros and cons
of having sexwith dark versus with fair women. Lemuel calls back the four girls
to tell them about the scandal, and they too grow infuriated at Akhbor. Each of
them insults him in prose, and then improvises a smutty song about him and
about his filthy beard.12 Next, the four girls symbolically castrate Akhbor by
plucking his beard off; then they beat him to death and cast his corpse into a
ditch.
The killing of Akhbor deviates from thenormal ending of the classicalmaqā-

ma. In a classical plot, the impostor, after being chidedby thenarrator,manages
to disappear, only to appear again in the next episode of fraud. Unlike the
classical narrator, who admires the impostor’s eloquence and, hence, finally
forgives him, Lemuel abhors Akhbor, and finally kills him. As Decter shows
(see below), the murder is the logical consequence of the narrator’s moral cri-
tique. However, the death of the villain is not the end of this moral tale, as
the author supplemented the story with a totally unrelated happy ending: days
later, we find the onetime maidservants, now transformed into four courtly
ladies, strolling in a blooming orchard. Four young and inexperienced gen-
tlemen make advances to them. The women are displeased with the men’s
lacking style of courting and undertake to teach them a lesson in the art of
courtly love. Then the women suggest that the four gentlemen cast lots to
eachwin his designatedwife. The four couplesmarry happily “celebrating their
youth.”
The epilogue seems completely detached from the main body of the story.

The cruel scene of abuse andmurder is utterly forgotten. The four Andalusian-
style maidservants turn into young ladies. Four young gentlemen replace the
licentious, decadent old man. Carnal eroticism wanes and courtly love reigns.
The scenery changes from a Muslim palace-garden (hortus conclusus) into
the European hortus ludi so familiar from Romance literature.13 The two last
sections, with their contrasting images and opposed sets of values, are not

discuss this unambiguously racist aspect. Both state that Ben Elʿazar’s racism was influ-
enced by the Arab stance against blacks.

12 In the style of the Arabic hijāʾ (“invective”) or mujun (“bawdiness”). According to Robert
McKinney, The Case of Rhyme Versus Reason: Ibn Al-Rūmī and his Poetics in Context (Lei-
den: Brill, 2004), 151 and n. 83, poems expressing contempt for long beards are included
in Ibn Abī ʿAwn, Kitāb al-Tashbīhāt, 306–307, and in Ibn al-Rūmī, Dīwān, 4:1150 (poem
no. 1193).

13 See Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature, 186–188.
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seamed together by any narrative device. Does this abrupt rupture result from
the writer’s shortcoming, or may we read it as epitomizing the encounter
between the two cultures among which Spanish Jews found themselves in the
thirteenth century? Decter maintains that although Ben Elʿazar did not com-
pose “amanifesto on the place of Andalusian values in post-Andalusian Jewish
culture …, the topic of cultural transition was never far beneath the surface of
[his] writing.”
Who does Akhbor represent? Schirmann considered this maqāma to be “A

Tale about aHypocriticalOldMan” (as he titled his 1979 article). He stressed the
Tartuffe-likemotif of the impostorwho hides his crudeness behind a (bearded)
pious face, and added that the author must have disliked individuals who used
their beards as to attest to their honesty. He suggested that it is not improbable
that the story mirrors a Jewish reality. Is the bearded preacher in fact Jewish? If
we ignore the dense mosaic of biblical Hebrew phraseology, we find that nei-
ther the sermon, nor the rest of the maqāma contains any specifically Jewish
echoes. On the other hand, the text presents amotley puzzle of ethnic and reli-
gious identities. The bearded preacher, his audience, and even the content of
his sermon, might be Muslim as well as Jewish. The fair girls could be Arab;
the black maid is probably an African slave.14 And, as if to further compli-
cate the picture, Akhbor is named after a biblical king of Edom, which in a
medieval Jewish context signifies Christianity.15 Decter conclusively anchors
the theme in thirteenth-century Jewish Iberia, claiming that “Akhbor is a car-
icature of the Andalusian-style aristocrat” and his murder is “a fantasy of rev-
olution” against this Jewish leadership, which was given to avarice, lust, and
wine.16
A strange feature in this story is the prominence of the theme of the beard—

Akhbor’s beard in particular, and beards in general. Beards are hyperbolically
described, excessively discussed, and thoroughly typologized throughout this
work, occupying nearly one third of it. Nonetheless, the beard plays no diagetic
role in the story, and contributes nothing to the progress of the narrative. There
are only two instances where the beard does have a role in the plot (albeit a
passive one). One is when Akhbor’s beard is stared at by the crowd as a spec-
tacular object, and the other is in the punishment scene, when it is yanked
and plucked out by the four girls. As if to prove the preacher’s foolishness, the

14 Schirmann, “Tale of a Hypocritical,” 385 n28, identified the maidservants as non-Jewish
concubines, of the kind rabbis warned against later in the thirteenth century.

15 See commentary, note 63.
16 Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature, 172. See also ibid., 211 for his deliberations concerning a

historical contextualization of this story.
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bearded preacher himself cautions his listeners against individuals with long
beards who are known for both their foolishness and crudeness.17 The relation
between long beards and short minds is known in Arabic satirical literature.
Akhbor’s abundant andunruly beard is described as a humongous tree “with

branches sprouting out of her, dividing hither and thither, and offshoots and
flanks, and sprouts, and boughs, and limbs, and wings that were spreading all
around her (italics are mine—T.R.)”18
Please note the remarkable resemblance between Ben Elʿazar’s “branchy”

diction and the imagery used by the Russian criticMikhail Bakhtin (in his book
on Rabelais) where he studies the grotesque body:

The grotesque… is looking to that which protrudes from the body, all that
seeks out to go beyond the body’s confines. Special attention is given to
shoots and branches, to all that prolongs the body…This is why the essen-
tial role belongs to those parts of the grotesque body in which it outgrows
its own self, transgressing its own body … Thus the artistic logic of the
grotesque image ignores the closed, smooth, and impenetrable surface
of the body and retains only its excrescences (sprouts, buds) … only that
which leads beyond the body’s limited space (italics are mine—T.R.).19

Akhbor’s beard is, by any standard, grotesque. In the poem composed by the
firstmaidservant, his beard is described as a jungle, or a paradise of sorts where
small and large animals live peacefully together (lines 65–66, 359–377). This
poem splendidly illustrates Bakhtin’s idea that the grotesque body “is not sepa-
rated from theworldby clearly definedboundaries; it is blendedwith theworld,
with animals and objects”; “it swallows the world.”20
Protruding bodyparts (noses, phalluses, beards), says Bakhtin, “are predomi-

nantly subject to… exaggeration, to hyperbolization; they can lead an indepen-
dent life, for theyhide the rest of thebody, as something secondary.”21He speaks
about “the pathos of exaggeration” in the grotesque, “the joyful lavishness of

17 I am grateful to my friend András Hámori of Princeton for referring me to Abū l-Faraj ibn
al-Jawzī, Akhbār al-ḥamqā wa-l-mughaffalīn, ed. Kāẓim al-Muẓaffar (Najaf: Manshūrāt al-
Maktaba al-Ḥaydariyya, 1966), 15–16 where long beards are ridiculed and are held as sign
of foolishness. See also note 13 below.

18 Lines 62–66 in the translation; emphasismine. Formore references to beard(s) in the text,
see lines 68–72, 115–118, 125–127, 357–425.

19 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1984), 316–317; emphasis mine.

20 Ibid., 26–27, 317.
21 Ibid., 317.
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description,” “the drunkenness with hyperbole,” which are rooted, in his view,
in themerriment of the carnival, and in the liberating laughter that springs out
of the material body itself, out of what he calls “the lower bodily stratum.”22
Degradation and debasement are the essential principle of both the grotesque
and the carnival. Carnival laughter involves fights, beatings, abuse, and curses,
which are all targeted at the lower parts of the body. All these gestures pull the
body downward to its lower parts and to the underworld.23
Echoes of the carnival’s liberating laughter are heard in our story too. Con-

sider the humorous scene in which the four cultivated maidservants compete
in verbal mudslinging and smearing with dirt (lines 357–425). This scatological
humor is, according to Bakhtin, a trace of carnival games such as besmirching
others with mud or tossing dung.24 In the diatribe composed by the four girls,
the old man’s dirty beard epitomizes his dirty sexual habits. Hence, their songs
lower the beard to the nether region of the body (the anus, lines 400, 403, 408),
and further down to Sheol (i.e., the underworld, lines 359, 365, 417, 424).
The logic of the carnival (with its various inversions, such as upside-down,

king-clown, male-female, etc.) may perhaps also account for the author’s
choice to render the Hebrewmasculine zaqan (beard) as feminine. Schirmann
suggested that this was influenced by the feminine words for beard in Arabic
(liḥya) or Spanish (barba). But this does not explain the choice of this gram-
matical irregularity. Akhbor’s feminization culminates in his being punished
“as women who commit adultery are punished” (Ezek 16:38) (lines 122, 426). In
the Bible thesewords relate to the lynching of adulterous Jerusalem; her former
lovers will strip her and reveal her private parts in front of a crowd; they will
break her back, and let the crowd stone her. Akhbor’s lynching (lines 425–427)
parodies this biblical ritual. He too will be stripped by his former female lovers,
his beard will be plucked off (hinting at castration), and he will be beaten to
death by them.

∵
The translation offered below aims at a middle path between being too literal
and too liberal. The occasional awkwardness of the English translation reflects
problematic constructions in the Hebrew original. Scholars have related stylis-
tic oddities in Sefer ha-Meshalim to errors and additions introduced by the

22 Ibid., 306, 23, 315–320, as well as the whole of chapter 6: “Images of the Material Bodily
Lower Stratum” (368–436).

23 Ibid., 311, 370–371.
24 Ibid., 146–148.
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copyist of the work’s single manuscript. Additionally, biblical phraseology,
while elevating the style, often interrupts the smooth flow of the text by intro-
ducing ambiguities and evoking irrelevant echoes. The resulting enigmatic
style is challenging not only for the translator and the foreign reader but also
for the reader of the original Hebrew. For clarity’s sake (rather than for the sake
of elegance), I have smoothed out certain difficult or cumbersome expressions.
Where abiblical phrase (not just a singleword) is involved, I have consulted var-
ious standard English translations of the OldTestament. Biblical references are
according the Hebrew Bible. In the prose sections they appear between paren-
theses. Those relating to the poems are referred to in the notes.
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1 Translation

Thus said Lemuel, son of Ithiel:
Since my youth I have been roaming about, from nation to nation and from

kingdom to kingdom. And as travelers and wayfarers are wont to do, I would
sleep—at times in deserts and forests, at times in unwalled towns (Lev 25:31),

5at times in the streets, at times in the squares (Prov 7:12). I would spend my
nights at times sleeping on ivory beds or slouching on couches (Amos 6:4),
at times with weeds twined around my head (Jonah 2:6), naked, unclothed
(Job 24:7). By day I would wearily walk with my crippled legs (2Sam 4:4), with
neither bread nor water. Such are the affairs of wayfarers—a time for amuse-

10ment, a time for bemusement; a time for living like plebes, a time for living like
kings.
Then I made my poem saying:

A human being never stays the same but changes by the hour.
Now he sits, now he stands; now he moves, now he stays.

15Now he’s weak, now he’s strong; now he’s rich, now he’s broke.
Now he laughs, now he’s in tears; now he builds, now he tears.
Now he’s merry, now he fears; now he’s honest, now he errs.
He worships God at sunrise, but fails to pray at sunset.
He relies on his wealth, but his wealth will betray him indeed.

20He thinks he leans on worldly fame, but his staff is a broken reed.
He wearies himself to get rich, but sickens his heart all the same.
Who can count, or recount, the events of one’s lifetime?
His wages changes from time to time, even as much as ten times.
And finally, when you will call him, there will be no voice, no response.

25And I have witnessed wonders great and awesome, and met with many a man,
ignoble and noble. And I arrived at a city whose dwellers were rich and whose
merchants were princes (Isa 23:8). Gold was nothing to them, and silver they
weighed on the scales (Isa 46:6). This city was tomy liking; all my sorrows were
gone. Andwhen I saw it I said: “Here will I dwell, for I have desired this city” (Ps

30132:14).
Then I made my poem saying:

Choose always to live in a city whose dwellers are noblemen,
Rich and content in their riches, intelligent and of good judgment,
Who welcome you kindly, ever smiling, never angered;

35Who, if calamity ever befell them, would be utterly staggered—
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Among such lot would you safely dwell, and your soul would ever be
well.

And I woke up early in the morning to observe its people and dwellers and
its streets and squares, and I found its people all fraudulent and faulty. Seeing

40 their wickedness, I said: “I will go to the leaders and speak to them, for it is they
who make the laws and the rulings.” But [I found that] they [too] have broken
the burden and burst the bonds (Jer 5:5). Their judges were false; they were
like evening-wolves that leave no bone till the morning (Zeph 3:3). And their
followers were all whitewash smearers (Ezek 13:11), plasterers of lies (Job 13:4),

45 slanderers who betray and abuse each his own brother. The righteous were giv-
ing in to the wicked (Prov 25:26) and the wicked grew fat as the heifer in the
grass (Jer 50:11). They ensnare those who reprove them at the [city]-gate (Isa
29:21). They are all evil and sinful, and the city is full of perversion (Ezek 9:9).
[…]

50 When I saw them distorting justice (Deut 16:19) and taking bribes, I said: “I
may perish one day by their hand (1Sam 27:1), for their path is beset by thorny
hurdles (Prov 15:19) and obstacles. There is nothing better forme than to escape
into the land of the Philistines (1Sam 27:1).”
I hardly finished saying this tomyself when I heard an uproar, like the sound

55 of war, and I asked: “What is that noise coming from the city?” (1Kgs 1:41). No
sooner anoldman [approached from] the street to a circlewherepeople, young
and old, were gathering. He was walking slowly, leaning on his staff, and his
steps being so small that no air could come between one and the next (Job
41:16). He looked like a righteous and blameless person, and I said to myself:

60 “Nowwill righteousness flourish and wickedness will perish, and the earth will
open for salvation to bear fruit” (Isa 45:8).
And his name was Akhbor from the Mount of Tabor. And he had a beard

with branches sprouting out of her, dividing hither and thither (2Kgs 17:21)
and offshoots and flanks, and sprouts, and boughs, and limbs, and wings that

65 were spreading all around her (Ezek 17:21). Calveswere grazing there; theywere
lounging there and eating her branches bare (Isa 27:10). And all her beholders
marveled at her and were in awe at the sight of her.
And the congregation gathered to view her, and they crowded around and

drew near her and were discouraged, and reached closer and were dismayed
70 (Job 4:5). He was bent under her weight, having no strength. He walked among

the mass of people, collapsing under his load (Exod 23:5). The people were
numerous like the sand of the sea which cannot be measured (Hos 1:10). They
followed him until he arrived at the street where the people have gathered, and
everyone who drew near him stopped to stare at him (2Sam 20:12).
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75And Iwatched and saw that theywere setting up a place for him (1Sam. 15:12)
and preparing a chair for him to climb on when he performs. In the meantime
he was standing there, leaning on his servant, looking like an angel. And I said
[in my heart]: “He will now do good unto you, He who sent an angel to you.”
And he fixed his mantle on his shoulder, and hissed and wagged his head (Lam

802:15). I was startled, gazing in silence, and remained troubled by the vision (Dan
8:28).
Then I made my poem saying:

If his beard is genuine, he will indeed rouse them from the slumber of
sin.

85Be their crimes [numerous] like sand—his virtue will atone for them.
Be they unruly or twisted—he will rebuke them as [a father rebukes his]
sons.

Be they dispersed or scattered—he will gather them like a shepherd.
Be they bent or crooked—he will apprise them of [divine] mercy.

90Be they soiled with sins—God will cast their sins in the depth of the sea.
For He shall hide them in His pavilion and shelter them in His shelter.

And people around him were chattering, while others were silent; some were
screaming, others murmuring. Thus Akhbor signaled to his young assistant, on
whose arm he was leaning, to rebuke them: “If you have gathered in order to

95scream or murmur—then you may turn around and clear off!” Seeing him so
enraged they remained still and silent. Akhbor then opened his mouth and
admonished them with forthright words, while raising his voice and waving
with one hand and with the other. Then he spoke softly with tears in his eyes:
“Blessed is themanwhopurifies his heart becausehis sins troublehim(Ps 38:18)

100and his evil-doings oppress him (Isa 53:5). He will sit in the Shelter of the Most
High, expecting His mercy, and there will he make himself a shelter” (Jonah
4:5).
And he made his poem saying:

My heart pleads to God, forever imploring its King.
105Sweet is His name on my tongue; His memory is honey and nectar in my

mouth.
Drought or floods are naught to me, for He will hide me in His tent.
Hope for His salvation and wait! Blessed is he who awaits Him.

[And he continued:] “Let me begin with words of praise, for praise befits Him
110(Ps 33:1) who created heavens and earth by the Word, and hanged the earth
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upon nothing (Job 26:7), and created humans on it to be a peculiar treasure
unto him (Ps 135:4). Hence, listen to a hymn of praise!
Lend your ear, [my daughter], and listen and learn and be humble, and go to

the house of prayer, and set your heart on the right path (Jer 31:20), and purify
115 and cleanse yourself, and watch and be cautious. Be not swindled bymen with

disgraceful and rebellious beards scorched by the hot wind (Gen 41:23), nor be
baffled by men of falsehood and concealment, [two] heads growing on a sin-
gle stalk (Gen 41:22). They entice with words from books. They sooth with false
visions and vain seductions (Lam 2:14). Yet, they have not healed the hurt of the

120 daughter of my people (Jer 8:11) who go on grieving and groaning (Ezek 9:4).
Surely you know what was said about disgraceful beards scorched by the hot
wind: ‘And I will punish thee, as women who commit adultery are punished!’ ”
(Ezek 16:38).
And he made his poem saying:

125 Do not be alarmed by beards or gray hairs—distrust them and put them
to the test!

For often you hope to find wheat, but find unsightly thorns instead.
Likewise, because a man looks poor, you often assume he is just, when
in fact he grinds the faces of the poor to dust.

130 The bread of the poor is his lust. He is like a dog who returns to its own
vomit, to feast on it.

Do not say: “He will succeed in escaping,” for he will never be forgiven or
absolved.

[…]

135 “And I adjure you by the Shelter of theMost High (Ps 91:1) that you have pity on
the poor and the destitute, and that you do not blaspheme Him when a poor
man adjures you by the Name of the Shelter of the Most High. The likes of this
happened to a certain poor man. He knocked on a door asking for some bits of
food, and the owner of the house tossed a penny to him. The poorman adjured

140 him, saying: ‘By the Shelter of the Most High, will you give me some wheat as
well since my small children suffer of hunger and thirst.’ But the owner of the
house lied to him, whereby he ‘denied the principle’ [of God’s existence and
providence]. He said: ‘And how can you adjure me by the Shelter of the Most
High? Do you not see that I myself am poor and destitute?’ And it so happened

145 that before he even finished saying it, he was overcome by pain and devasta-
tion. His Creator inflicted him with blindness and madness and destruction
(Deut 28:28). And a voice came out saying: ‘Thus shall it be done (Esth 6:9) to
themanwho blasphemes the Shelter of theMost High!’ And you, my brethren,
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learn a lesson so that in the day of wrath and fury you will find shelter in the
150Shelter of the Most High!”

And he made his poem saying:

Blessed is he whose prayers are heeded. The Shade of his Maker will
crown his head.

In the Day of Fury he will be safe and free of fear, for God’s Shade is his
155shelter.

He will be rescued from the archers the day they set their arrow upon
the string.

He will be saved in the heart of the ocean without a sail, without an oar.
[But] he who blasphemes God’s Shelter will dissolve in his caustic sins.

160[…]
I dream I am sitting in God’s Shelter, but only the Rock of my Salvation,
He alone can make [my dream] come true. […]

Andhewent on saying things chaste andpure,while all remained silent. Andhe
said to them: “My brothers, why do you pursue riches?Why do you harden your

165hearts? Listen to the story of the twoneighbors, one rich and theother poor.The
rich man was a [diligent] merchant, getting up early each morning. The poor
man was once starving for three days and three nights (Esth 4:16) until there
was no breath left in him (1Kgs 17:17) from hunger and thirst. On the fourth
day, relying on the mercy of the Rider of Heavens (Ps 68:33), he took his cane

170and went out, distressed and aching, until he arrived at the merchant’s house.
And he said to him: ‘Will you resuscitate your servant’s heart? Please hurry.’ The
merchant who was [still] under the influence of [yesternight’s] wine yelled at
him and treated him like nothing, saying to him: ‘How dare you come to me at
dawn?’ And he answered: ‘Because my head is dizzy [from hunger].’ And the

175poor man kneeled before his feet, then went off and sat aside facing him. And
the merchant yelled at him again saying: ‘Don’t you see that you are a disgrace
to yourself? I know how evil-minded you are! Why are you still here, and what
do you reckon, andwhat do you think?’ And the guest answered: ‘Do I count on
your wealth? I rely onHimwho converts hearts and cancels schemes (Job 5:12),

180that Hemay convert your heart too!’ No sooner did themerchant hear this than
God converted his heart.
And therewas a certainmanwhom themerchant favored, and he appointed

him to be his clerk, entrusting himwith all of his possessions. He thus wrote to
the clerk a note to give the poor man four shekels. But his hand erred, and his

185heartwasdistracted, andwhile intending towrite tohim, ‘Givehim four shekels
andnomore,’ he actuallywrote, ‘Givehim four hundred silver shekels.’ Thepoor
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man then took the note fromhis hand andwent to the clerk. The clerk weighed
the money for him and he put it under his robes. And the merchant came and
asked the clerk about the money and the note. [Realizing what happened] he

190 said to the poor man: ‘Will you not possess what your God gives you to pos-
sess? (Judg 11:24). [It is] He [who] caused my hand to err and to give you all
my fortune and glory. For it is He who enriches and impoverishes (1Sam 2:7),
plants and uproots, protects the faithful (Ps 31:24) and silences the speech of
orators (Job 12:20). He reigns over the proud and the humble (Is 2:12), and over

195 the deceiver and the deceived (Job 12:17).’

A man thinks he is wise, but it is otherwise—
A bright man might get poor while a fool prospers.
A righteous man might err, and a rich one might be unhappy.
One wanders up hills and down vales begging for food and clothes,

200 Another one delights in God’s bounty and bourgeons like fish,
Yet another one begins happily but ends up with a bitter heart.
God will judge them all, lifting the humble and humbling the lofty.
He is the one for whom everyone waits and awaits.”

When he ended telling the parable, one of the elders of the circle stood up and
205 said: “Do you not know that this most venerable sage is eighty years of age?

Be abashed by the breadth of his beard and by the abundance of her branches
and boughs (Isa 80:12), and by the burgeoning of her young twigs! And now
reward him according to his righteousness and give him, each of you, the ear-
rings from your booty (Judg 8:24).” The elder was standing there among the

210 herds [of people], repeating his words, not once and not twice, until the hearts
of the crowd melted and became as water (Josh 7:5). And he called on two of
Akhbor’s assistants to go and collect money from the people. And the heart
of the people turned soft and carefree, and they gave him each a coin and a
robe or a mantle, each as much as he was able (Ezek 46:7). And Akhbor’s two

215 young men carried to him the silver and the gold, and he bowed and blessed
the crowd and said: “As I have said, all I ask from you is the generosity of your
hearts alone.”
And he made his poem saying:

The Maker of Hearts purifies hearts at HisWill.
220 He toughens and stiffens hearts—then attunes them to His will.

He hardens them—then sets them aright. At His call they pour out like
the water of the sea.

Likewise are your souls and your spirits committed in my hands.
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“Likewise, may God divert your hearts towards His Favor, and direct your
225desires towards His Will. He will wait to pardon you (Isa 30:18). He will spare

you and have mercy on you. May your soul be bound in the bundle of the liv-
ing” (1Sam. 25, 29). And Akhbor bowed again and went away and the crowd
scattered and went each to his home.
And I said in my heart: “Let me follow this old man to find out whether he is

230a [true] prophet or a [false] visionary, a noble person or an ignoble one.” And
Akhbor took his two young men with him. He walked and I followed him. He
entered his house, took his shoes off, threw his staff aside and put his belong-
ings in his [private] room.
His house had ten gates like the mansions of nobility. Had my tongue not

235been too short to tell what my eyes beheld, I could describe its design (Ezek
43:11) and courtyards and bastions.Who could describe the water and the pool,
and the birds and the birdcages, and the variety of trees and roses and flowers,
and the spoons and the scoops, and the wine jugs and the wine cups, and the
styles of clothing, and the vessels of silver and gold and copper?! And I said in

240my heart, “From whom has he taken [all these]? From villains or from noble-
men? [How] has he made all this wealth and [obtained] all these possessions?
Did he have no shame to take from rich and poor alike and get himself all these
riches?” Thus was I convinced that the man was of villain seed, harsh and evil
in his dealings (1Sam 25:3).

245Some men prosper on theft and thrive on their victims’ tears.
Some look respectful with their gray hair and their beards—but por-
traits painted on a wall look livelier.

Some have dashing beards—but beards smeared with tar are prettier.
Some have long beards incurably diseased with sins, which spread their

250rot all around.
Their beards are moist with the marrow of their bone, but their brains
are as empty as their heads.

Some men are wise in their own eyes, but wisdom is far from them.
Some men, heavier than the sand of the sea, crush people of wisdom

255under their load.
Some are stinging like thorns, or prick like a prickle in the eye.
Some beards belong to cheats who eat the belongings of the poor as if
they were sweets;

They feed on food grabbed from the poor, and even when already rich
260they go on gulping it all, whether sour-bread, crackers, or wafers.

They have forgotten Him, who hears a pauper’s cry and listens to the
moans of them who entreat Him.
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Those who have filled their satchel with theft will have to empty it
tomorrow.

265 In the meantime, four girls came out. They were moving in splendor, like the
full moon walks [across the sky] (Job 31:26). They kissed [Akhbor’s] hands and
stripped him of his clothes. Then they sat at a table set with all of his [favorite]
foods and delicate fruits, and spoons and goblets carved with buds (1Kgs 6:18),
andoldwine, and flowers and roses, and runningwaters, and royal refinements.

270 And while Akhbor was reclining at his table (Song 1:12), his heart merry [with
wine] (Esth 1:10), he said to his girls [who were holding] in their hands zithers
and harps and rattles and cymbals (2Sam 6:5)—“Awake, awake, sing a song!”
(Judg 5:12).
And one of them chanted, saying:

275 Wine—like lightning, like fire—ignites a drinker’s heart with its spark.
Bitter—yet sweeter than honey—it revives, like myrrh, like balm.
If there is grief in a man’s heart—wine will kill it with its troops of
delight.

It turns a miser’s heart kind, and his fist into an open palm.

280 Then the second one chanted, saying:

“Behold the shine of the wine behind a glass that looks like ice—
Can’t you see its hidden glance? Its red eye peering through the glass?”
And when they failed to unravel the secret of glass and glance, I said:
“Think of the stars; though hidden in heaven—their light spreads out!”

285 Then the third one chanted, saying:

A blushing gazelle, the glass in her hand is filled with the blood of the
slain.

From the blush of her face and her glass all faces flush, and frocks and
flasks.

290 So bright is their light that it dulls the moon and the stars, which bow to
them now.

Should the gazelle and the glass be put in the pitch of the night—all
shades would fade and night would shine bright.

Then the fourth one chanted, saying:
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295When vineyard’s-daughter is poured out, she looks like a doe pouring
tears over a lover who left her—

Nevertheless, she kills all worries at once; all pain is slain with her lance.
Her beauty stirs lust, turning a soft heart into a lion’s heart.
You ask: “How does her glow glean through the glass to show her mass?”

300“Can’t you see a pretty doe from behind her veil? Isn’t the wine likewise
veiled by the glass?

Hence, arise, friend! It’s time to drink and enjoy her glorious glance.”

And Akhbor said: “Your mouths have spoken and your hands have fulfilled
(1Kgs 8:24). Many a man has been slain (Prov 7:26) by your lovely songs. And

305now that you have aroused me, I too will sing my piece (Job 32:17).”
And he made his poem saying:

Crystal cups, when empty of wine, are white, and clear, and pure,
But filled with the tears of the vines, they turn into red and gold.
Sparks bounce in the cups, as if firebrands have kindled their fire there.

310Did they blush or are they shy?Why, then, is the color of full cups unlike
that of the void?

Likewise are the gazelles—their faces blush when they meet their
sweethearts;

They blush from the blood of lovers whose hearts they stole and abused.
315Arise, you pretty gazelle, serve me big cups instead of small!

O that the beloved’s mouth were my cup, for it is sweeter than any bowl!
It is the rule to drink from the lips of a lovely gazelle; indeed it is a
lover’s goal!

And the girls said to him: “Well done; your poems aremore pleasing than those
320of many worthy [poets].” And he rose up and approached them to play, and

was falling upon one bosom and the other, and they too rose up to play. And
he danced with a heart full of cheer and fire until he tired. Then he lay down,
closed his eyelids, covered his face and pretended to fall into a deep slumber.
He stayed silent andmotionless [as if] not noticing that the girls left out to the

325courtyard.
As they left, he called out softly and a Kushite woman came out [from

another] room. She was all black. Her lips were like embers snatched from a
blaze (Amos 4:11), her eyes—flames, andher nostrils—[gaping]windows. [See-
ing her] I exclaimed: “Does harlotry befit such an old worn hag (Ezek 23:42)?”

330Watching their foul deeds, I got so frenzied that I beat them and stripped them
of their clothes and left them naked and barefoot (Mic 1:8), for I envied their
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folly (Ps 73:3). AndAkhbor said: “Hands off!Why do you treat your servants like
this (Exod 5:15)? It is indeed because ignorant people [like you] have no taste
for the rotten figs (Jer 29:17)!”

335 And he made his poem saying:

When my groins ache, I use figs as a secret cure.
But only the rotten ones work! Study medicine, you boor!
And as I rebuked him for his folly and fraud he made yet another poem:
Why loathe a black woman? Can one’s eye do without its black [pupil]?

340 I prefer a black woman to a fair one who looks like sickly skin.
[…]
And I replied to his silly words, “Answer a fool according to his folly”
(Prov 26:4)!

Why compare a smelly black woman to a fair one who smells of myrrh?
345 She is like a lily in a lover’s hand, delight and glory to every eye.

Black women—all of them—are brainless, silly, loud and stubborn.
I’ll whisper to the ear of any Kushite woman: “Return to where you were
born!”

And I said to Akhbor, “What have you to drink thewaters of the black river” (Jer
350 2:18)? And he replied, “And aren’t lovers of fair girls like the riders of white she-

asses (Judg 5:10)?!” [Upon this] I screamed bitterly and the girls came in, for I
raised my voice. I told them what Akhbor had said, and they cursed him and
vilified him terribly, laughing at the hairs of his beard for being so long and so
white, and knowing nothing and understanding nothing (Ps 82:5). Fair is black

355 unto him, and black is bright. He is uncontrollably drawn to the black ones, and
precisely because they are so dark!
And one of them said: “Themanwith the crushed testicle (Lev 21:20) has dug

in the dark (Job 24:16)! I had seen his beard imposing fear and terror onto the
hearts of all her beholders (acc. to Ezek 26:17), [but now I see] her nethermost

360 reaching the depths of Sheol (Deut 32:22)! Its green branches give refuge for the
conies (Ps 104:18). There are hiding places in between the branches. Foxes walk
there (Lam 5:18) and fleas doze there, for the days are so long there (Gen 26:8).”
And she made her poem saying:

Akhbor’s beard is the beard of a foolish shepherd; her branches [go] in
365 every side and ward.

She grew long until she reached down to Sheol. She did it so forcefully
that she wearied herself.

I saw small animals crawling inside her, so I asked, “[Do] monkeys hide
[there]?”
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370And I saw bird-like things flying in her, and fleas settling and nesting
inside her.

And the answer was: “Akhbor’s beard is a forest, with wild birds and lit-
tle foxes;

The dart-snake nests and lays eggs in there, and conies too find refuge in
375there.

They all abide there in safety and peace, each under their tranquil vine
And their fig tree, forever lush and fresh under in the shade of Akhbor’s
beard.”

And the second one said: “When I [first] saw Akhbor’s hair, all white from old
380age, no single black hair, I deemed him faultless. [But] he has made his bed in

darkness (Job 17:13)! He fornicated with the [black] daughters of Ham (Num
25:1)! He worked in the coals (Isa 44:12)! Therefore, I hollered at his wicked
beard: ‘Woe to you, filthy and polluted (Zeph 3:1)!’ Hitherto I had deemed her
a beard of reason and knowledge, and here she was—a beard of shame and

385fury!”
Then she made her poem saying:

I mistook Akhbor’s beard for the beard of a doctor who treats the sick;
For a beard of justice and rectitude, a beard of glory and a shield of
defense.

390But I found her to be a beard of shame, a beard of dishonor, a beard of
disgrace.

[Her whiteness] suits Akhbor’s dark face as dung befits rubbish.
Hence, not with a razor shall she be shaven—she will be cut down with
a piece of broken pottery!

395Satan blocked Akhbor’s sight, and beautified blackness to his eyes.
He made him see dark as bright, and caused beauty to subside.
He made him favor stench to perfume and rotten flesh to a pretty sash.

And the third one said: “I saw Akhbor’s beard, elegant and handsome, fruitful
and full of branches, and I deemed her hair to be proper and pure. She brought

400forth branches; she shot forth sprigs that grew long to the rim of his robes and
stretched down to his feet. [Upper] hair reached [nether] hair, and [higher]
wing touched [lower] wing, and I said: ‘I had thought—and how could I?—his
beard’s hair to be of reason and talent—and here it is sliding down the slope of
his anus!’ ”

405And she made her poem saying:
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Is there a man as handsome as Akhbor with such a majestic beard?
My heart was lured by his beard, which is as long as it is incurable.
I examined her and found her planted in filth and stuck in dung.
She is rooted in his face, but reaches down to the slope of his anus.

410 Her boughs extend to all sides, each branch straying its own way.
Her wool is enough for a mule’s packsaddle, a blanket, and a hedge for
a sheep-pen. [As it is writ]: “And thou shalt have a blanket upon thy
weapon, and cover thy excrement with the blanket.”

And the fourth one said: “May her scum be washed (Ezek 24:6), and may the
415 content of her gizzard be removedwith its own feathers (Lev 1:16). For her hairs

are sinful and wicked. They are a delusion, a charade (Jer 10:15). Though she is
old and senile, though she is white as hail—she will be brought down to Sheol
(Isa 14:11).”
And she made her poem saying:

420 When I saw Akhbor’s beard, my heart trembled and feared.
I thought he was blameless, and here he is—a defier of God!
His beard, though eaten by moth, is white like snow and hail.
And though she drank the purifying water, she shall be brought down to
Sheol!

425 Then came the four of them and smote him and plucked [his beard] off and
punished him as the women who commit adultery are punished (Ezek 16:38).
One pulled his beard, the other plucked its hair, and they tortured him and did
not halt until he died from the wounds that they wounded him (2Chr 22:6), for
they killed him indeed (Jer 26:19). They fettered him and threw him in one of

430 the pits (2Sam 8:17), and they said: “Let not such a corrupted man stay with us,
for that would be a disgrace to us” (Gen 34:14).
Sometimeafterwards the girlswent out to the vineyards topasture in the gar-

dens and gather roses (Song 6:2). They ambled in orchards and rambled among
myrtles (Zech 1:8), wearing coats of many colors (Gen 57:3), telling tales, rid-

435 dling riddles and singing sweet songs about theblossomof the vines (Song 2:13),
and about the vines, and about the budding of the flowers. And they parleyed
about the trees and the roses and the buds. At noontime they slouched by the
water-pools in the shade, playing their viols and harps.
And four boys peered through the windows (Song 2:9) and listened to their

440 singing and their playing of their instruments, andmused to the sound of their
music. The girls noticed them, and said: “Who is it listening to our voices (Songs
8:13), standing behind our walls (Song 2:9)? Are you for us or for our foes (Josh
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5:13)?” And towards evening the boys left their hiding place and drew nearer
and nearer (2Sam 18:25), and when they came close enough they curtsied and

445then kneeled low to them. And they sat in two camps, boys here and girls there.
And the boys marveled one at another (Gen 43:33) at seeing the girls’ beauty
and their good looks and the radiance of their faces. And they whispered to
each other: “Pray that they may become our wives!”
And the girls heard it and said: “Let us understand your words, and put them

450to the test to find out whether there is any truth in you (Gen 42:16). How shall
we know that you are not spies (Gen 42:44)? Have you no shame to come and
invade our privacy? Andwhy did you not say to yourselves: ‘After staying [some
time] hidden from their eyes, let us now pass over unto them and reveal our-
selves (1Sam 14:8), but if they say “Come up to us,” then we will go up (1Sam

45514:10)?’ ”
And one of themmade her poem saying:

When suitors knock on the doors of gazelles—do they not breach the
law?

Are they boobs, or boors, or fools? Or are they just in love?
460Suitors should not approach gazelles just because they are seized by

desire.
Lovers are not to satisfy their desire; with words alone they should flat-
ter.

If they are lovers, let them give a sign or a token and wait until they are
465proven worthy.

If they are lovers of Love, they should restrain [their desire].
For lovers are always sick of heart, enflamed with fire.
They always whine, they go wild and howl from a hurting heart.
If you are [real] lovers—where are the tears shed on your faces?

470Where are the pleas of love?Where are the sweet phrases?
Where have the great lovers gone, they who knew to win gazelles over?
They who voiced the love carved on the walls of their hearts?
Gone they are […], despite their strength and all their might!
“You, suitors, will be tested not by arguments alone [but by deeds].

475Come, hurry up, and break the fetters of bachelorhood!
Inherit each his spouse; draw lots, until each obtains his share.
For a man should leave his father and mother and cling to a lovely
gazelle!”

They hurried then, cast their lots, and grasped each his wife.
480They rejoiced in their arising youth and embraced their beloveds.
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2 Commentary

1. Thus said …—an opening formula in maqāmāt. Lemuel, Ithiel—biblical
authors of proverbs (Prov 30:2; 31:1). (And see more about the names in the
introduction above). 6. on ivory beds—i.e., like the rich. 7. with weed
etc.—like vagabonds. 14–17. now … now …—the Hebrew echoes Eccl 3:
“There is time for … and time for …”. 20. broken reed—Is 36:6. 23. wages
… ten times—based on Jacob’s complaint to Laban: “You have changed my
wages ten times” (Gen 31:41). wages—here: fortune, luck, chance. 24. no…
answer—1Kgs 18:26. 27–28. Gold… scales—because it was abundant. 29–
30. Here … city—an ironic use of God’s words about Zion. 34. intelligent,
etc.—Ps 119:66. 35. staggered—taken by surprise, since having always been
safe and complacent. (The Hebrew phrase is “with a throbbing heart” follow-
ing Gen 41:8 and Dan 2:1). 42. burden … bonds—of law and morality. 43.
evening—Heb. ʿerev. The word may also mean “steppe”; hence also: “steppe-
wolves.” 49. Omittedhere is apoemof thirty linesdescribing theprotagonist’s
wanderings in search of an ideal city, founded on justice and benevolence.
51–52. I may … Philistines—David’s words when escaping from Saul. 53.
Philistines—inHebrew-Andalusi usage: Berbers (e.g., in Samuel ibn Naghrīla’s
war poems). Read against Iberian geopolitics, it seems that the speaker plans
to flee from Christian Spain to al-Andalus, or to North Africa, both ruled at the
time of the author by the Almohad Berbers. 56. circle—a public square.
57–58. Young and old—the Hebrew is based on 2Kgs 3:21: “All who were able
to put on armor and upward were summoned.” 59. no air, etc.—a humorous
use of the description of the whale’s teeth in Job 41:8. 62. Akhbor—Father
of Hanan, King of Edom (Gen 36:38–39). Mentioned also in 2Kgs 22:14. 63.
her—here and hereafter, the beard is regarded as grammatically feminine, pos-
sibly following the Arabic (liḥya) or the Spanish (barba) for “beard.” 63–66.
Based on depictions of trees in prophecies of destruction by Isaiah and Ezekiel.
69. discouraged … dismayed—after Eliphaz’s reply to Job (“But now trouble
comes to you, and you are discouraged; it reaches you, and you are dismayed”).
71. collapsing … load—said about a donkey. 72. numerous, etc.—Hos 2:1.
79. like an angel—angelic, innocent. angel desire—also: messenger. 78.
do good—save from punishment and destruction. … sent an angel—“God
sent an angel to Jerusalem to destroy it” (1Chr 21:15), but then ordered the angel
to stop destruction. 83. If his beard is genuine—then it will follow that
he is a genuine prophet. them—his sinful listeners. rouse them—wake
his listeners with his preaching. 83–91. Note the adjectives throughout the
poem: genuine, [numerous], unruly, twisted, dispersed, crooked, filthy—all
of them relate both to the hair of a beard and to human sins. 90. sins …
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sea—after Micah 7:19. 91. hide, etc.—following Ps 27:5; 91:1. 107. hide …
tent—Ps 27:5. 108. Blessed … awaits—Dan 12:12. 110. by theWord—when
“He spake and the world came into being” (from the Jewish prayer, based on
Gen 1:2). 111. humans … treasure—Ps 135:4 refers specifically to the people
of Israel who are called God’s segula (treasure). 113. [my daughter]—the
address is to the congregation. The apostrophe is inferred from line 120. This
part of the sermon alludes to several prophetic exhortations addressed to the
Daughter of Jerusalem or Zion. 115–117. Be not … baffled—echoing Jer 29:8–
10. The audience is warned by a bearded man against all sorts of bearded men.
116. men with disgraceful and rebellious beards—The Hebrew reads ‘baalei
zqan ḥarafot u-meradim’. The word ḥerpa (sing. of ḥarafot) is used in contexts
of female sexual transgression (e.g., Is 47:3). Mardut (from root m-r-d rebel)),
refers to a rebellious wife, or (according to Rashi on 2Sam 20:30) to a whore.
And see also note to line 124 below. 116. scorched by the hotwind… growing
on a single stalk—these expressions allude to ‘the ears of corn’ seen in Joseph’s
dream: “seven ears came up in one stalk, full and good, and … seven ears, with-
ered, thin, and scorched by the eastwind, sprung up after them” (Gen 41:22–23).
“Full” and “thin” may perhaps hint at styles of beards. 117–118. growing on a
single stalk—relates to the vices of “falsehood and concealment” which usu-
ally accompany each other. 123. punish, etc.—relates to the punishment of
sinful women (Ezek 16:38), and anticipates Akhbor’s shameful punishment in
lines 425–431. 129. grinds … poor—extorts the poor and humiliates them
(Is 3:15). 130–131. dog … vomit—Prov 26:11. 135. succeed in escaping—
Ezek 17:5. 134. Omitted here is a whole passage with exhortations against
avarice and pleas for charity. 135. I adjure, etc.—this formula of adjuring “in
the name of the Shelter of the Most High” (see also lines 137, 140, 148 below)
occurs in Arabic. 136. “denied the principle”—a Talmudic expression for
heresy (e.g. Bava Batra, 16:2) blaspheme Him—by taking His name in vain,
which is prohibited by the second commandment (Exod 20:7). 154. Day of
Fury—the Day of the Lord (Is 13:9). 156–157. archers … string—according
to Ps 11:2. 159. dissolve … caustic—according to Prov 25:12. 160. Two
difficult lines have been omitted. 169. Rider of heavens—God (Ps. 68:5).
179. converts hearts—according to 1Sam 10:9, Ps 105:25. 193. protects the
faithful—Ps 31:24. in the Hebrew Bible. 204. circle—see line 56. 209.
your booty—that you stole from the poor. (And Judg 8:25 continues: “For they
had golden earrings, because they were Ishmaelites.” This might suggest that
the preacher and his audience were actually Muslims). 210. among the
herds—the text reads “among the sheepfolds,” following Judg 5:16. 220. At
… sea—Amos 5:8. 223. spirits … hands—following Ps 31:6. Akhbor com-
pares his rhetorical influence to God’s power. 225. wait—until the sinners
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repent. 231. took … him—a playful allusion on Abraham when going to the
binding of Isaac accompanied by his two boys. (Gen 22:3). 234–235. tongue
… short—incapability of expressing oneself. 237. birdcages—alternatively:
latticework. 240. villains—(a) plebes; (b) rascals. 243. harsh, etc.—said
in 1Sam 25:3 about a man called Naval (literally villain), whose name denotes
his villainy. 245. Victims’ tears—Eccl 4:1. 246–247. portraits … wall—
following Ezek 23:14. 249. long—Heb. fem.: arukha, repeated twice in the
line, means respectively, “long” (adj.) and “cure” (n.). 251. Their … bone—
i.e., they are self-complacent. moist … bone—Job 21–24. 254. heavier …
sea—Job 6:3. 255. crush … load—according to Amos 2:13. 256. thorns …
prickle—Num 33:55. 260. sour-bread, etc.—Lev 2:4. 261. Hears, etc.—
according to Job 34:28. 268. carved … buds—said about decorations in
Solomon’s temple. 270. heart merry—said about King of Persia, Ahasuerus,
when drunk. 272. Awake, etc.—from the Song of Deborah. 275–318. A
series of five wine poems in the tradition of Arabic and Hebrew wine poetry.
Common motifs are: Wine is bitter and sweet; it kills and revives; it is fire and
water; it changes its drinker’s nature; its light dulls the luminaries of heaven;
it resembles the handsome wine-bearer (boy or girl). Common is also the use
of the colors red, white, and black. 277–278. troops—since the cups are
served one after the other. 281. Behold … you … think—the poet inquires
the guests about the astonishing features of wine. 282. red eye—refers both
to the red sparkles of the wine and to the reddened eyes of the drunk guest.
283. secret—the riddle addressed to the guest. 287. blushing—from the red-
ness of the wine. 286–293. Several motifs from both love poetry and wine
poetrymergehere: thewine-bearer’s hands and face are reddenedby the reflec-
tion coming from the wineglass; wine is grapes’ blood; the beloved is both shy
and cruel; she slays her lovers and dips her hands in their blood. 286–287.
blood… slain—Num23:24. The line alludes also to the “foreign (or adulterous)
woman” who “has slain many” (Prov 7:26). 288. face … glass—these are the
only sources of light in the banquet. 290–291. their … them—refer to the
gazelles and the glasses. bow—in humility. 296. vineyard’s-daughter—
the wine. 296. tears—shed by a heartbroken lover are said (in love poems)
to be mixed with blood. Wine (“grapes’ blood”) drunk in parties was usually
mixed with water, hence its resemblance to a lover’s tears. 304. she—
wine personified as woman. 310. A dialogue between the poet and the guest.
299.mass—inHebrew: yesod, a word used in philosophy for matter, substance
(see Ibn Gabirol’s Kingly Crown, section I). Here it refers to the “body” of the
wine. 300. The poet’s answer to his own question. 303. Your … fulfilled—
King Solomon’s words to God. 304.Many… slain—see line 287 above. 305.
aroused—my desire, and also: inspired me. I … piece—Job’s words to his



the story of the crooked preacher by jacob ben elʿazar 255

friends. 309. firebrands—both in the sense of “coals” and “agitators” (like
in Is 50:11). 308. they—the cups. 312. Likewise—the wine and the cup
are compared to a pair of lovers; wine is the male and the cup is the blushing
female. 324. motionless—Heb. mishta eʾh (as in Gen 24:21) means usually
“motionless with awe or wonder.” 337. Kushite—a black African woman,
like Moses’s wife (Num 12:1). 328. windows—the Hebrew here is shequfim, a
much-debated biblical word used to describe the windows in Solomon’s tem-
ple (1Kgs 6:4). 331. envied—was filled with fanatical zeal (and perhaps also
“envied” in the literal sense). 334. rotten figs—which are dark and “too
spoiled to eat” (Jer 29:17) relate to both the woman’s dark skin and her old
age. 336. cure—against impotence; aphrodisiac. 340. sickly skin—Lev
13:4. 341. The line is undecipherable in the manuscript. 341. Answer a
fool etc.—the opposite of Proverbs 26:4: “Do not answer, etc.” 346. Brainless,
etc.—said about the “adulterous woman” in Prov 7:11. 348. the black river—
“Shiḥor” (from theHebrew root for blackness) is a derogatory name for theNile.
to drink … Shiḥor—here: to have sex with a black woman. 354. Knowing
… nothing—said about the wicked (Ps 82:5). walk about in darkness—
continuation of Ps 82:5. Here it relates to Ps 82:5. Here it relates to the “senile”
hairs of the beard, and see also line 417. The words “walk about in darkness”
insinuate to Akhbor’s secret relationship with the black woman (and see also
line 356). 355. because … dark—based on Ex 9:32: “because they are afilot
[they ripen late].” Our text replaces afilot with afelot (dark). 356. crushed
testicle—one of the physical defects listed in Leviticus which disqualify aman
from serving as a priest. And see also note to line 381. 356–357. dug in the
dark—meaning here: “had intercourse with a dark woman.” 359. reaching
… Sheol—said of God’s wrath (Deut 32:22). Sheol—the underworld. 360.
Foxes walk there—said about ruined Zion. 363. foolish shepherd—Zach
11:15. 364. every side—i.e, it is unruly. 365–366. she wearied herself—
i.e., the longer and heavier the beard grew, it brought about its own demise by
gravitating deeper to the underworld. This parodies Ezek 24:12, relating to said
about sinful Jerusalem whose “scum has not been removed out of her” (Ezek
24:12). R. David Qimḥi, a Bible commentator and Ben Elazar’s contemporary,
comments: “she wearied herself making her lies.” Here it relates to Akhbor’s
beard: the longer and heavier it grew it gravitated deeper to the underworld,
thus causing its own demise. This parodies Ezek 24:12, relating to Jerusalem.
Additionally, it may also parody the description of the fall of the tyrant King
of Babylon whose hubris and enormous power cast him down to Sheol (Is
14:11–19): “How … have you been cast down to the earth … brought down to
Sheol, to the depths of the pit … you are cast … like a rejected branch.” The
latter connotation forecasts Akhbor’s fall and his being cast into a pit in lines
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429–430 below. 371–372. little foxes—Songs 2:15. 373. dart … eggs—Is
34:15. conies … refuge—see line 373 above. 375. safety and peace—
Is 32:17. 375–376. under … tree—Micah 4:4. lush and fresh—Ps 92:14
(Hebrew Bible 15). 379–380. made … darkness—here: had intercourse with
the black woman. 380. Ham—Noah’s son, who was the father of Kush (Gen
10:6), and hence, ancestor of black Africans. 381. worked in coals—another
metaphor for having sex with a black woman. 382. filthy and polluted—in
the feminine, said about sinful Jerusalem. 387–388. shield of defense—Is
4:5. 391. dark face—the opposite of the ideal of beauty, which is dark hair
and fair face. 392. razor … shaven—a metaphor for total destruction, fol-
lowing Is 7:20: “On that day, the Lord will shave with a razor hired … the head
and the pubic hair, and will get rid of the beard as well.” cut down—shaven;
decimated. with a piece of pottery—like the one Job (2:8) had scratched
himself with. 396. The line follows Is 3:24: “Instead of fragrance there will
be a stench; instead of a sash, a rope (niqpah).” R. David Qimḥi reads niqpah as
rotten flesh and comments that the woundwill be so painful that no belt could
be put on it. 397–398. fruitful … branches—from the description of the vine
in Ezek 19:10. 398–399. brought … sprigs—from the description of the cedar
in Ezek 17:6. 401. wing touched wing—from the description of the cheru-
bim in Solomon’s temple (1Kgs. 6:28). 403. anus—the Hebrew text uses the
euphemism “Beth Horon” (a place name in Judea, Josh 10:11) which means lit-
erally: “the place of the hole.” (This is also the expression for anus in Immanuel
of Rome, Chapter 23). 406. long … incurable—both “long” and “cure” are
from the root a-r-kh, and see also note to line 249 above. 402. slope etc.—see
line 406. 410. blanket—Heb.: Masekha, as is its meaning in Is 28:20. 412–
413. thou…blanket—following the injunction that each soldier should carry a
digging tool next tohisweapon to coverhis stoolswith (Deut 23:14). In thepoem
the spade is replaced by a blanket, hinting at Akhbor’s beard, which covers his
“weapon” (penis, as well as his anus). 414–415. scum…washed—said about
sinful Jerusalem. may … feathers—in Leviticus, a bird’s gizzard has to be
cleaned with it own feather before it is sacrificed. gizzard—a food-pouch in
birds full of half-digested food (refers here to Akhbor’s filthy sins). her—the
beard’s. own feather—the scum of the beard should be removed using the
beard’s own hair. 417. Though … as hail—a humoristic take on the prophet’s
address to Jerusalem: “Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as
snow; though they be red as crimson, they shall be as wool” (Is 1:18). Senile—
see also line 417. 423. white … snow—see line 417 above. 423–424. the
purifying water—the bitter water given to a sotah (a wife suspected of adul-
tery) to drink, in order to test her (Num5). see note 378 above. 425. smote…
off—following Is 50:6. 426. as… adultery—“And I will punish you as women
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who commit adultery and shed blood are punished … And I will give you into
their hands…They shall strip you of your clothes and take your beautiful jewels
and leave younaked andbare.They shall bring up a crowdagainst you, and they
shall stone you and cut you to pieces with their swords” (Ezek 16:38–40). And
see also line 123. 441. killed him indeed—contrary to R. David Qimḥi’s com-
ment on Ezek 16:38: “as women who commit adultery are punished—namely,
that they are stoned; not that they will kill her.” This punishment is anticipated
in lines 122–123 above. 452–454. invade our privacy—the text says, in fact,
“expose our nakedness,” following Gen 42:9. 466–467. The situation is based
on 1Sam 14: 8–10, where Jonathan hides from the Philistines. wewill go up—
and the biblical verse continues: “for the Lord has given them into our hands,
and this will be the sign to us” (1Sam 14:10). them—the four girls. 458.
the law—the rules of Courtly Love. 464. proven worthy—after they have
been put to the test by the beloved ladies. 465. Love—as allegorical figure
appears inmedieval European romance, and also in Ben Elʿazar’s firstmaqāma.
472. […]—two unclear words in the manuscript. 474. bachelorhood—the
Hebrew word here is nedudim, ususally meaning in poetry: departure, loneli-
ness. 475. draw lots—a wife will be assigned to each of the men by casting
lots, in the sameway as the Landof Israelwas dividedbetween the twelve tribes
(Num 26:56; 32:18). 476. For … cling—following Gen 2:24. 479. arising
youth—following Ps 103:5: “so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.”
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chapter 12

Ohev Nashim and Minḥat Yehudah Soneʾ
ha-Nashim: New Fragments of a Debate*

Aurora Salvatierra Ossorio

According to the author himself, Yedaiah ha-Penini ben Abraham Bedersi was
eighteen years old and living in Arles when he wrote the book Tziltzal kenafa-
yyim (Fluttering of wings), known also by the name Ohev Nashim (The woman
lover).1 Dedicated to Meir and Yehudah, sons of the nobleman Salomon Dels-
Enfantz,2 this youthful work written in the last years of the thirteenth century
or the very early fourteenth century recounts the battle of Wisdom and her
army against the fools who scorn marriage and women. Like other texts writ-
ten at an early age, this story testifies toYedaiah’s interest in belles-lettres andhis
mastery of different models of literary discourse. But ha-Penini soon would be
recognized for his contributions to the fields of philosophy, ethics, and science
and his greatest prestige is, indeed, due to his legacy in these areas. These cir-
cumstances help to explain why his melitzah, his story in rhymed prose, has
generally received much less attention than his works like Beḥinat ha-ʿolam
(The examination of the world), a treatise on ethics written in painstakingly
precise prose, andhis Iggeret ha-hitnatzlut (The letter of the apology), a defense
of philosophy addressed to Solomon ben Abraham Adret.

* This study is published under the auspicies of the research project “Lengua y literatura del
judaísmo clásico: rabínico y medieval” (FFI2013-43813-P).

1 For a general introduction to the author and his legacy, see Abraham Solomon Halkin and
RuthGlasner, “Jedaiah benAbrahamBedersi,”Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., ed. Fred Skolkik
and Michael Berenbaum, 22 vols. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 11:100–101. See
also Ḥayyim Schirmann, The History of Hebrew Poetry in Christian Spain and Southern France
(Hebrew), ed., supplemented, and annotated by Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
1997), 2:505–513. Of particular interest is the entry onha-Penini by Ernest Renan, Les Écrivains
juifs français du XIVe siècle (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1893; repr., Nendel/Liechtenstein:
Kraus, 1971), 350–403.

2 Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Opp. Add. Qu. 144, fol. 1r, lines 1–12. The fragments from Ohev
Nashim cited or translated in this study are based on the reading of this manuscript. For
biographical information about the Delz-Enfantz family, see Henry Gross,Gallia Judaica: Dic-
tionnaire géographique de la France d’après les sources rabbiniques (Paris: L. Cerf, 1897; repr.,
Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 159–160.
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Ohev Nashim forms part of a group of medieval works traditionally associ-
ated with more prestigious and widely disseminated pieces. In fact, its survival
in the collective memory is due in large part to its relationship to a text written
some ninety years earlier, to which Yedaiah’s name is often linked. This is the
well-known story by Yehudah ibn ShabbetayMinḥat Yehudah Soneʾ ha-Nashim
(The offering of Judah theMisogynist),3 an extremely popular and widely read
story.4 Because of its fame and literary quality, reading and analyzing this text
has become a required first step in understanding the debate that produced
Ohev Nashim.
Suchan interrelationshipbetween texts is similarly ondisplay in the first two

responses toMinḥatYehudah: ʿEzrat ha-Nashim (In defense of women) and ʿEn
Mishpaṭ (The fount of law),5 both written in 1210 by an anonymous author liv-
ing in Burgos known only by his first name, Yiṣhaq. These pieces criticize Ibn
Shabbetay’s misogynistic attitude and constitute the earliest literary contro-
versy inHebrew related to attacks on, or in defense of,women.6 In general, both
are cited in connection to Ibn Shabbetay’s story, are studied based on thatwork,
and constitute a literary grouping that has come tobe seenas inseparable.How-
ever, a study of the manuscript transmission raises questions about whether
theywere always viewed as a textual corpus. In fact, as far as is known, only one
of the three extant copies of ʿEzrat ha-Nashim contains the two other works:
London-Montefiore Library 458 (NLI f-5358), a text written in Sefardic script
dating back to the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries.7 This manuscript includes
Minḥat Yehudah Soneʾ ha-Nashim (fols. 1–25),8 ʿEzrat ha-Nashim (fols. 26–33),
and ʿEn Mishpaṭ (fols. 33–39), the last of which has only been passed down in
this source, with the last two pages in very poor condition. On the other hand,
Bodleian Library MS Heb. f. 109 (NLI f-27724) and Jewish Theological Seminary

3 The textwaspublishedbyMattiHuss, Critical Editionsof “MinḥatYehudah”, “Ezrat hanashim”
and “Einmishpat”:withprefaces, variants, sources and annotations, 2 vols. (PhDdiss., Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, 1991). Henceforth, Huss,Minḥat Yehudah.

4 Indicated by the fact that the book is currently extant in more than twenty manuscripts and
two early sixteenth-century editions. See Huss,Minḥat Yehudah, 1:190–191.

5 Both texts were published by Huss,Minḥat Yehudah, 2:100–121.
6 Although other texts from the period discuss the defects and virtues of women (e.g., Sefer

Shaʿshuʿim and Taḥkemoni), they did not stir up similar controversy between different works
and authors.

7 Hartwig Hirschfeld, Catalogue of the Hebrew MSS of the Montefiore Library and of the Hebrew
Manuscripts in the Jews’ College London (Farnborough:Gregg, 1969), 136. See alsoHuss,Minḥat
Yehudah, 1:287–291.

8 According to Huss, this is the second edition of the work completed by the author himself
around 1225 with many glosses and additions with respect to the first version. Huss, Minḥat
Yehudah, 1:198–207.

9 Adolf Neubauer and A.E. Cowley, Catalogue of the Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian
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MS 1533 (NLI f-28455), both of which were copied in the eighteenth century,
contain ʿEzrat ha-Nashim alone, in eight and seven folios respectively.
In the case of Ohev Nashim, the text has usually been read and interpreted

on the basis of the relationship that ha-Penini establishes between his story
and Minḥat Yehudah. This link is quite evident from the first lines written by
the poet:

Deprived of them10 for some days, I delighted during leisurely moments
in the stories of the ancients, in their poetry and poems (piyyutim) of old.
There I saw a pure, short story in rhymed prose (melitzah) by the great
poet Yehudah ben Shabbetay ha-Levi, the so-called Soneʾ Nashim. It is one
of the most praiseworthy stories written in literary language among the
books.Then I said: Iwill climb thepalm trees of rhetoric, Iwill take hold of
their boughs, and I will write a book that exaggerates the praise of women
to the contrary of this book. I will do so as an offering to the two stars I
mentioned and I will make them judges to decide between us.11

This connection is alsomaintained at the end of theworkwhen the fame of ha-
Penini’s book has reached the Garden of Eden, where Yehudah ibn Shabbetay
is resting. Furious, he decides to leave paradise to defend his honor and that of
his Minḥat. The result is an exceptional face-off between the two authors that
concludes in a trial without winners:

Tobiyah12 has worked great wonders with his grace, and reason is with
him. However, since you (Ibn Shabbetay) are such an honourable person
and will find a livelihood through your book, we will give you a verdict
divided into two parts, we will deliver an impartial judgment neither in
his favor nor in yours.13

Library and in the College Libraries of Oxford, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886–1906),
2:179.

10 Meir and Yehudah Dels-Enfantz.
11 Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Opp. Add. Qu. 144, fol. 1r, lines 1–12.
12 This is probably the Hebrew form of his Provençal name, En Bonet. See Gross, Gallia

Judaica, 101; Schirmann, History of Hebrew Poetry in Christian Spain and Southern France,
506.

13 Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Opp. Add. Qu. 144, fol. 22r, lines 10–21; Ḥayyim Schirmann,
HebrewPoetry in Spain and Provence (Hebrew), 2nd ed., 4 vols. (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute;
Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1960–1961), 4:495. Cf. Arié Schippers, “Abraham Bederši, Yedaʿya Ha-Penini,
and the Literary Traditions of Medieval Spain and Provence,” in Mittuv Yosef: Yosef Tobi
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There are more than enough arguments to understand how over time Ohev
Nashim was added to the previous works attributed to Yiṣhaq of Burgos and
came to be considered amember of a textual corpus formed around the debate
for or against women begun by Ibn Shabbetay. However, the manuscript tradi-
tion has reflected neither this convergence, nor the interrelationship between
the texts. In fact, there was previously no record of Minḥat Yehudah and Ohev
Nashim having been copied together, debunking, to some extent, the idea of
their interdependence.

1 Ohev Nashim and Minḥat Yehudah: Jewish Theological Seminary
MS 10774 (Formerly Boesky 76)

To date, only two manuscript copies of Yedaiah Bedersi’s Ohev Nashim have
been identified. The most well known of them is held in the Oxford Bodleian
Library, MS Opp. Add. Qu 14414 (NLI f-21678), which has served as the base text
for the edition and study of the work here. Specifically, this is the source edited
by Adolf Neubauer in 1884,15 annotated by Senior Sachs16 in 1894 and reprinted
by Abraham Meir Habermann in his Shalosh maqamot ʿal ha-nashim.17 The
manuscript is written on paper in cursive Provençal letters and was quite pos-
sibly copied in the early fifteenth century. It is in a good state of preservation
without a colophon or mention of the copyist or recipient and contains three
workswritten in the samehandandwith the same ink:OhevNashim (fols. 1–23),
Iggeret ha-musar (Treatise on ethics) by Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (fols. 24–47),
Wikuaḥ ha-torani im ha-filosof (A debate between the man of faith and the
philosopher) (fols. 48–59), and a nearly complete copy of the second part of
Ezer ha-Dat by Isaac Polgar.

Jubilee Volume (Hebrew), ed. Ayelet Oettinger and Danny Bar-Maoz, 3 vols. (Haifa: The
Center for the Study of Jewish Culture in Spain and Islamic Lands, 2011), 1:370.

14 Neubauer and Cowley, Catalogue of the HebrewManuscripts, 2:398.
15 Adolf Neubauer, “Jedaiahhap-Penini’s םישנבהוא : Edited fromaUniqueManuscript in the

Bodleian Library” in Jubelschrift zumneunzigsten Geburtstag des Dr. L. Zunz (Berlin: Louis
Gerschel, 1884), 1–19 (Hebrew section). Moritz Steinschneidermade some interesting cor-
rections to this edition, “Zur Frauenliteratur,” Israelitische Letterbode 12 (1888): 67–69.

16 Senior Sachs, “Tiqune ha-shirim she-ba-sefer Ohev nashim le-R. Yedayah ha-Penini ha-
Berdesi u-biʾurihem,”Matmone Mistarim. Part Two, ed. Heinrich Brody (Krakow: J. Fisher,
1894), 1–20.

17 Abraham Meir Habermann, Shalosh maqamot ʿal ha-nashim (Jerusalem: Ben-Uri, 1971),
54–72.



new fragments of a debate 263

A second copy of ha-Penini’s work came to light in the 1970s: Boesky 76, cur-
rently in Jewish Theological Seminary MS 10774 (NLI f-75722). This manuscript,
which has not been edited until now, formed part of the Silberstein-Boesky
Charitable Foundation collection andwas lent to JTS where it was deposited in
the rare book room. It was microfilmed there on October 1, 1987.18 Along with
other texts in this collection, this work was auctioned by Sotheby’s in Decem-
ber 2004 and acquired by JTS. The only known fact about its former owners is
that it belonged to the Picciotto family, a leading Sefardic family that settled
in Aleppo in the eighteenth century and was quite well-known due to their
business activities, consular services, and cultural patronage. Specifically, the
manuscript is signed by Hay Moses Picciotto19 (d. 1816), a community leader,
respected scholar, and author of the Sefer va-Yaḥel Moshe (The Book of “And
Moses Assembled”).20
To the best of my knowledge, this manuscript has not been used to date

in studies that include Ohev Nashim or its author.21 This copy is described in
the Sotheby’s catalog as a text with variants, generally of little relevance, with
respect to the Bodleian Library, MS Opp. Add. Qu 144. Neither the NLI nor the
JTS electronic catalog notes any relevant peculiarity.
However, nothing could be further from the truth. When I started to read

the manuscript, I discovered that the first folios (specifically up to folio 11r) did
indeed follow the Bodleian Library copy with relatively few changes. However,
at that point some surprises were in store. Firstly, a large number of the fol-
lowing folios were out of order and the plot sequence broke down at different
points. The greatest surprise lay on folio 16 with the appearance of the names
Taḥkemoni and Zeraḥ. At first, I toyed with the idea that this could be seen as
an intentional choice on the part of Yedaiah to play with characters from the
work to which he was responding. However, upon further reading, it was possi-
ble to identify some fragments going up to folio 18b corresponding to different
episodes fromMinḥatYehudah. This section then continuedwithOhevNashim,
although other passages fromMinḥatYehudah continued to be interspersed on
folios 21 and 25. Specifically, the Boesky copy contains five folios from Ibn Shab-
betay’s text:

18 This is the microfilm that can be consulted at the National Library of Israel (f-75722).
19 On folios 21r and 23r.
20 On the Picciottos see Abraham Marcus, “Picciotto Family,” Encyclopedia of Jews in the

IslamicWorld, ed. Norman A. Stillman, 5 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 4:57–60.
21 It is interesting that thismanuscript is alsonotmentioned in Schirmann,Historyof Hebrew

Poetry in Christian Spain and Southern France, 2:505–506.
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– Folio 16 (16r+16v): Loose folio.22 This contains part of Taḥkemoni’s testament
(in Huss,Minḥat Yehudah, vol. 2, lines 201–241).

– Folios 17–18 (17r, 17v, 18r, 18v): These are two folios that are attached although
they belong to two different parts of the story and do not have any plot
continuity with the earlier folio. Folio 17 (in Huss, Minḥat Yehudah, vol. 2,
lines 461–505) includes words from Zeraḥ to Kozbi and part of the dialogue
between Zeraḥ and his lover.23 Folio 18 (in Huss, Minḥat Yehudah, vol. 2,
lines 241–285), which would link to folio 16, goes back to Taḥkemoni’s tes-
tament, the mourning over his death, and the encounter with Zeraḥ and his
three friends.

– Folio 21 (21r–21v): Loose folio (in Huss, Minḥat Yehudah, vol. 2, lines 371–
416). This contains the dialogue between Kozbi and her husband and with
Zeraḥ.

– Folio 25 (25r–25v): Loose folio (in Huss, Minḥat Yehudah, vol. 2, lines 328–
371). This contains Zeraḥ’s dream.

Clearly, the order of these folios in the manuscript is not correct. Compared
with the known versions of Minḥat Yehudah, the sequence should be the fol-
lowing: folios 16+18, folios 25+21, and folio 17. In the rest of the manuscript as
well, the pages corresponding toOhevNashim are out of order at certain points
with respect to the text that they are copying.24
The state of preservation of Jewish Theological Seminary MS 10774, written

by a single copyist in the samehand,may explain the current arrangement. The
folios are in a small cardboard box and are unbound.Themanuscript is severely
damagedbydamp-staining, especially on themargins,with a severe loss of text.
The folios that contain the fragments fromMinḥat Yehudah are loose folios 16,
21, and 25 and attached folios 17 and 18. One possible hypothesis is that humid-
ity separated the folios and that therewas someconfusionwhen regrouping the
pages during the “reconstruction” process. Inmy opinion, this codexmust have
included at least two works: Ohev Nashim andMinḥat Yehudah. If it contained
any more at one time, traces of them no longer exist.

22 This loose folio, aswith the others loose folios in the codex, has the same formal andmate-
rial features as the rest of manuscript pages.

23 In the text, Zeraḥ (and his friends) opposes marriage. He is determined to return the
order to the world that was taken away by women and turn celibacy into an expression
of rectitude. Kozbi, an astute go-between, helps the women to defeat Zeraḥ. She selects a
beautiful and talentedmaiden, Ayalah, to tempt him.The seductive girl seduces Zeraḥ and
he agrees to marry her. During the wedding, Kozbi will place a grotesque old hag, Ritzpa,
in Ayalah’s place.

24 Specifically, folios 19–20 and folios 22–24.
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The passages in the work by Ibn Shabbetay that have been preserved in this
copy follow the first version of Minḥat Yehudah.25

2 Jewish Theological Seminary MS 10774 and the Culture of the Late
Medieval Debate

JTSMS 10774 is, then, the onlymanuscript version that preservesmaterial traces
of the relationship between Ohev Nashim andMinḥat Yehudah and the under-
standing that they formed part of a single debate. This codex seems to recog-
nize the formal and thematic tie between the two works and prioritizes the
dispute over women and marriage as a common element between them.
The formula of the debate is also a very important link between the works

held in the Bodleian Library, MS Opp. Add. Qu 144 (Ohev Nashim, Iggeret ha-
musar, and Vikuaḥ ha-torani im ha-filosof ). These are texts in which it is easy
to find common features that help to explain why they were included in the
same codex. Among other things, all are written in rhymed prose with inter-
spersedpoems, and all give a leading role toWisdom,with dialogue anddispute
being a central element. Arguments are made in favor of and against marriage,
regarding the best model of good conduct, and regarding religious perfection.
In every case, one of the characters ideologically reflects the author’s ideolog-
ical position in these discussions,26 while other characters express more or
less opposite positions. Their creators were three thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century intellectuals (Ibn Falaquera, Yedaiah, and Polgar) who advocated the
reconciliation of faith and reason in their thinking and recognized the value
of studying the secular sciences. With a common cultural background (the
controversies that shook the northern Peninsular and Provençal Jewish com-
munities), their texts combine philosophy, ethics, and literature to defend and
popularize a model of knowledge and education akin to the thinking of Mai-
monides through recourse to the structure of dialogue and the juxtaposition of
the opinions of the characters.27

25 Huss,Minḥat Yehudah, 2:194–196.
26 Heman is an alter ego of Ibn Falaquera, Yedadiah/Tobiyah of ha-Penini, and the character

of the philosopher of Polgar.
27 The inclusion of Ohev Nashim in the Oxford Bodleian Library MS. Opp. Add. Qu 144 is

interesting. Its presence in this manuscript appears to correspond more to its being a
text that disseminates a model of instruction and learning than belonging to the genre
of defending or attacking women. Perhaps, at least as a hypothesis, the work might have
been understood by its audience as an allegorical debate, an idea fostered beginning with
the prologue.
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In JTSMS 10774, the debate put forth has different dimensions andmeanings.
The two stories copied here, Ohev Nashim and Minḥat Yehudah, are presented
as two sides of a controversy that also had their authors facing off against each
other. These characters do not only argue within the text: another dispute sets
the creators and the veryworks against each other. Thus, the controversy inher-
ent in the topic rises above the limits of the stories to include the writers and
their skill as men of letters:

The news reached as far as Yehudah ibn Shabbetay (who was found)
among the radiant hosts in Eden, the garden of God (Ezek 28:13). He is
Yehudah, known among the people as the woman hater. And this man
stopped upon hearing my (Yedaiah’s) words and flew to me (Isa 6:6); he
trembled and the hair on his head bristled, he left his tent in the garden
protected by a guardian and entrusted his delicacies and his aromas to
an angel. Yehudah came down from where his brothers were (Gen 38:1)
and stood in a public place to talk with me. I (Yedaiah) was emboldened,
because the hand of God was upon me (Ezek 7:28). He had a bandage
over his eyes (1Kgs 20:38), a writer’s inkbottle at his side (Ezek 9:2); his
legs ships of Tarshish, his body like topaz (Dan 10:6). He held a sword like
that of the Ammonites (2Sam 12:9) and his voice was like that of a multi-
tude (Dan 10:6) and he spoke his pure tongue with ease. His words were
sweeter than honey, his lips dropped sweetness as the honeycomb (Song
4:11). I looked at himand recognized that hewas one of the stars of heaven
(Isa 13:10). I said: Listen tome, my lord, your secret is hidden, your servant
hears you. And Yehudah ibn Shabbetay said: What are you thinking to
trouble my soul? Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up? (1Sam
28:15).What I esteem, youdesert; what I hate, you love. Nowyou renounce
the dispute and seek peace, when you have brought me this far?28 (2Sam
7:18).29

This is a well-known phenomenon dating back to the early fifteenth century.
Particularly in the Catalonian-Provençal region, poets gave the impression of
belonging to a community, to a “virtuoso circle”30 which conceived of their

28 I.e., from Eden to Earth.
29 Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Opp. Add. Qu. 144, fol. 21r, lines 20–25 and fol. 21v, lines 1–

9. See Ḥayyim Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence (Hebrew), 2nd ed., 4 vols.
(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute; Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1960–1961), 4:492. My translation follows the
manuscript, which differs in some cases from the reading proposed by Schirmann.

30 Adrian Armstrong, The Virtuoso Circle: Competition, Collaboration and Complexity in
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efforts as a response to existing works. They recognized the value of preceding
and contemporary texts, while at the same time challenging them: rewriting
them in an attempt to show their mastery through elaborate textual games,
in which each participant tried to surpass his predecessor with the complicity
of his audience. During this time a literary creation was inseparable from the
response to it, its provocation, its competition, and the system of social rela-
tionships that created group identities. Examples of this phenomenon include
the well-known poetic institutions of the period like the Cour Amoreuse and
the Consistoire de la Gaie Science, in which groups of authors created and
enjoyed competing with poetry in collaboration. They were, in the words of
Jane H.M. Taylor, “a group of poets who mark their belonging to a particular
social and cultural elite by the expertise with which they can manipulate the
givens of the original into new imaginary settings, and by the confidence with
which they can count on the reader’s textual and intertextual expertise.”31 In
this respect, looking at the Ohev Nashim, this type of practice could serve as
a backdrop for the story presented by ha-Penini and an essential part of the
debate proposed in his work.
As with other texts written in the vernacular, JTS MS 10774 contains a debate

in which authors from different time periods participate, forming diachronic
communities. They are not connected by a shared moment in history, but by
the existence of an initial work to which they respond, along with others. Two
well-known examples are the debate surrounding The Romance of the Rose,
which was written around 1230 and continued to reverberate two hundred
years later,32 and, in Hebrew letters, the dispute begun by Abraham Sarteano
in 1490 about the goodness/wickedness of women, which continued well into
the sixteenth century.33

Late Medieval French Poetry (Tempe: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Stud-
ies, 2012).

31 Jane H.M. Taylor, The Poetry of François Villon: Text and Context (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 11.

32 The Romance of the Rose, an allegorical love poem begun in the thirteenth century by
Guillaume de Lorris and completed by Jean de Meun, was the most influential and con-
troversial literary work of the FrenchMiddle Ages. Christine de Pizan sparked the literary
debatewithherQuerelle de laRose (c. 1400), a critiqueof misogynist doctrines.The contro-
versy resurfaces over the following years in, among other works, The Triumph of Women
(1438) by Juan Rodríguez de Padrón or The Champion of Women (1440–1442) by Martin
le Franc. See Christine de Pizan, Debate of the Romance of the Rose, ed. and trans. David
F. Hult (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2010).

33 Sarteano, an ItalianHebrewpoet, wrote a poementitled Soneʾ ha-Nashim inwhich he cen-
sures women. Abraham’s book was discussed by, among others, Avigdor Fano in his Ozer
Nashim and by ElijahGenazzano in hisMelitsot in the second half of fifteenth century. See
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The textual transmission is very revealing in this respect. The physical evi-
dence preserved in themanuscripts helps us to analyze how the literary pieces
were understood when copied and how that perception changed over time.
Like the codex under study here,many fifteenth-centurymedievalmanuscripts
contain poems and other literary pieces alongside the works to which they
are responding.34 They thus create communities of texts that ask to be read
one after the other and acquire a particular resonance when they are found
in the same material framework. They also echo a literary concept that con-
structs social relationships and a poetic practice that connects a work with
preceding and contemporary works. In this respect, the manuscript is not only
followed by a querelle for or against women, but by a manifestation of a cul-
ture of competition and debate that strongly connects the two stories in it.
The manuscript reflects an intertextual dialectic where each text appropri-
ates and transforms the other and echoes a participatory culture featuring a
“collaborative debating community.”35 From this point of view, it is interesting
that London-Montefiore Library 458, the only manuscript that contains Min-
ḥat Yehudah Soneʾ ha-Nashim, ʿEzrat ha-Nashim, and ʿEn Mishpaṭ, was copied
at the end of the fourteenth or early fifteenth century, close in time to the codex
that is the subject of this essay.
The appearance of fragments from Minḥat Yehudah in JTS MS 10774, then,

reveals the existence of at least one more copy of this story to add to those
already known and it contributes interesting variants. However, it also offers a
unique testimony to the textual community that the two works created in the
latemedieval era. This codex constitutes amaterial trace of a dialogic exchange
between debating poets and communities in a Jewish context. Like their con-
temporaries, members of this group did not only read and interpret texts, but
also responded to them in a game between opponents where the texts were the
combatants. These written responses, the material loci where they converge,
and the way in which they are organized in the manuscripts create a network
of playful relationships and are arguably key elements when trying to under-
stand the dynamics of the composition, transmission, and reception of these
works in the fifteenth century.

Dan Pagis, “The Poetic Debate on theWorth of Women: A Reflection of Change inHebrew
Poetry” (Hebrew), in PoetryAptly Explained: Studies andEssays onMedievalHebrewPoetry,
ed. Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, Hebrew University 1993), 124–165.

34 EmmaCayley, “DebatingCommunities: RevealingMeaning inLate-Medieval FrenchMan-
uscript Collections,”Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 105.2 (2004): 191–201.

35 This expression is used by Emma Cayley in her suggestive Debate and Dialogue: Alain
Chartier in His Cultural Context (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006). On the meaning of the
term “collaborative debating community,” see especially 5–8.
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3 Description of the Manuscript

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary MS 10774 (NLI 75722), formerly Boesky
76.

Contents: 30 paper folios; measurements 233×139 (143×92) mm.
Language and type of writing: Hebrew. Sefardic semi-cursive hand.
Dating: fifteenth century.
Place of writing and copyist: Unknown. A single copyist. There is no colophon.
Arrangement of the text: Text is arranged in a single column with 24 lines on
each folio, except for the 25 lines on 21r. Where there is poetry, the two
hemistichs of the verse are divided into two columns and the first is marked
with three full stops. There is indication of the title of the work (Ohev ha-
Nashim) in the uppermargin of folio 1r. Another hand adds the same title on
2r, 3r, and 19r. There is a word crossed out on 18r. The beginning of some frag-
ments is written with a larger letter. There are some annotations in the mar-
gins in a later hand (21r and 25r). There arewriting tests (23r) and the owner’s
signature (Moses Hay Picciotto) on 21r and 23r. There are no catchwords.

Units and foliation: Folios 1–10 belong to the same unit, a quinion. Folios 11 and
12 are loose. Folios 13, 14, and 15 formpart of another unit, a quaternion, along
with the final folios 26, 27, 28, 29, and 30. The rest of the folios are found
between folios 15 and 26: 16 is a loose folio; 17 and 18 are attached; 19, 20,
and 21 are loose folios; 22 and 23 are attached; 24 and 25 are loose folios.
It appears that the loose pages were attached to the rest at some point in
time. The units are sewn. There is later foliation in pencil in Arabic num-
bers in the upper left margin of the recto folios. This numbering must have
been added after JTS acquired the manuscript since it does not appear in
the version microfilmed in 1987 that can be accessed today at the Institute
of Microfilmed HebrewManuscripts at the National Library of Israel.

State of preservation:There is damp-staining affecting the extant text and caus-
ing the loss of important parts of themanuscript, especially on themargins.
It is not bound, and the block of folios is protected by a small cardboard box.
There is no marbled paper.

Other information:
Owners: Moses Hay Pigoto.
Origin: Silberstein-Boesky Charitable Foundation. Ivan F. Boesky and Seema
Boesky Family Manuscript Collection. Auctioned by Sotheby’s in 2004 and
acquired by JTS.36

36 Sotheby's [Firm], Fine books andManuscripts includingAmericanaand Judaica [NewYork,
2 and 3 December 2004], lot 40, 59]. New York: n.p 2004.)
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Microform: Microfilmed at the JTS on 1/10/1987. A copy of this microfilm can
be found at the Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts in the NLI (f-
75722).

Electronic access: JTS. Digitization funded by the Dr. Georgette Bennett and Dr.
Leonard PolonskyDigitization Project: http://garfield.jtsa.edu:8881/R/‑?func
=dbin‑jump‑full&object_id=121355&silo_library=GEN01

http://garfield.jtsa.edu:8881/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=121355&silo_library=GEN01
http://garfield.jtsa.edu:8881/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=121355&silo_library=GEN01


new fragments of a debate 271

4 Edition

What follows is an edition of the folios of Minḥat Yehudah Soneʾ ha-Nashim
in the New York, Jewish Theological Seminary MS. 10774, which are unedited
to date. In the edition, I indicate the numbering that appears in the JTS manu-
script although Ihave chosen toorder the fragments according to their contents
tomake it easier to read them. I note the variants with respect toM. Huss’s edi-
tion of the first version of the work (Minḥat Yehudah, 2:1–35) based on MSS.
London-British Library Add. 27113. The correspondence between the manu-
script folios and the lines of this text are as follows: 16r–16v (lines 201–241);
18r–18v (lines 241–285); 25r–25v (lines 328–371); 21r–21v (lines 371–416); 17r–17v
(lines 461–505).

Symbols used in the edition:

/ separates the units of rhymed prose
// end of the manuscript line
[ Variant
+ [ Addition
– [ Omission
[ גי strikethrough word
[..] Two dots refer to a lacuna of one or two characters.
[…] Three dots refer to a missing word.
[.........] Nine dots refer to an indefinite number of missing words in the line.
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א16 ].........[//
].........[//
//]...........................[םעםהיפב].................[ינב
//םכרד/םלכםיפלאוהנאצ/םליצו].........[

//]....[תיושנהינב/דומעתהתאוודבאיהמה].........[5
//]..........[/עירכהלארשיירוחבו/עיגהלואשדע].........[
//םפדריוםכיו/הבברסינהםהירישעהןמ].........[
//וכרדחילצמיושניתיאראל/יתנקזםגיתייה].........[
//רמאיוולשמאשיו/וכשח].........[

//שמחרומאוךדיחתפןיע/םישנילעב].........[10
//שמשםוחבסמירשאהיפי/רומחתלאוהשא].........[
//שמאךתראפתןואגחשה/םויהךבללע].........[
//שמרחומכףופכךלהתשיח/רמתךתמוקהת].........[

//תכראהוךלבטייןעמל/םימכחירבדעמשוךינזאטהינב
//החותפםנהיגלופוס/השאהםעהחישהברמהלכ/םימי15

//ןמלכאתבוטחתנלכ/ךבזעתךחכתולכבו/ךרבקתךרךדועב
//ימ/ןהילכנוםישנהתימרת/םימצעהךינפלשיגתו/םימעטמה
//המכ/וליחנהםינוגיהמכ/וליפשהםיהובגהמכ/ןהי]....[
//םמעהדוהיםגלשכו/םמיקמןיאמולשכםירובג

//רמאיוולשמאשיו20

//ועדםתוףסםירבדןובנו/ןורועבוכהםוקיהלכ
//וערוירחאאביועבט/רעוסםיברבג]..[חייכ

//ךברקמערההתרעבו/ךבבלבהיפידומחתלאינב

ב16 ].........[//
25].........[//

].........[//
//].........[השביהתאו].........[
//].........[/הבדכליאטוחו/הברקמטלמיםיהלאה
].........[/ויתואלתיצחיתרכזאלו/ויתורוקויושנה

//].........[קוחההלא/תורוהלוןיבהלךבלבםישינב30
//].........[/תרפועולזרבטעבתרחוסורדלע

]םנהיגל15ךנזא]ךינזא14ךולהת]ךלהת13םע]םג8סניו]םכיו7הנצ]הנאצ4
]ךבלב30דמחת]דומחת23דגיו]אביו22ןהב+]ולשכ19תונוגי]םינוגי18םנהגל
ךבל
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//].........[יננהו/ךימיךרואוךייחםהיכ/ךמוקבו
//].........[ןמרפעםדאהתארצייו/המילבלעץראהלות
//].........[תחאחקיו/המשנויפאבחפיו/המדרתוילע
//].........[לעהזהדוסהעמשילכל/ויתוביבסךשחתשיו

//].........[לבנהלארפסלךלהמו/ךינפלםיבשויהךיערל5
//].........[ותפרחלאשנהלתואיליסכל/יקנעםהיתורגרגלע
//]…[ינומכחתהלכרשאכיהיו/ונימלברועלכ
//ונבחרזםקיו/הצעהורסומהו/הצילמהוןבה
//לכוזרלכיכ/ךמעךיהלאיהיויבאלרמאיו/הצראויפאלע

//החונמהוהלחנה/הנוכנךרדינתרוה/ךממעאלםותס10
//ארקנתמאב/לארשיבךתומכובריו/לאךיתולאשמאלמי
//אלםאו/ינתעדוהבוטלכשוינתמכחיכ/ינומכחתךמש
//יתאטחו/םימיענהוםיחוכנהךירבדתרמשמבםישא
//העדהרויימו/העומשןיביךירחאימיכ/םימיהלכיבאל

//וימולשישנאלכוונבתאתווצלינומכחתלכיו15
//םינפלויבהואלכולודפסיו/וימעלאףסאיועוגיו

א18 //].........[לודגלבאב
//].........[חרז].........[
//].........[ינומכחתהיההנשהאמןב/שערהינפלםיתנש

//]…[הנשםירשעדבלמ/וחילסנאלווניעהתהכאל/וחור20
//]…[השאותחקביכ/וימירפסמבואבאלןכלע/וימולעימיב
//]…[/התורעתאהארלדגרשאכו/ריעלאתכללעדיאלרשא
//עדיאלו/דועוילאבושהפסיאלו/התואשרגיוולרשאלכתא
//םתואןתיו/רמארשאלכוויבאירבדחרזבותכיו/דאמשפב

//קחרממסנווברעגו/קחשיוגעליוילעהשאולריכזמהלכ/רמשמב25
//ירחאופדריכ/םיעושובליבידנ/םיערתשלשולרחביו
//טפשמולכשהרסומתחקל/םירוענימימלכשה
//ןבלאנתנ/םתובאתיבלםתוחפשמל/םתומשהלאו/םירשימו
//םהילאהוליועושיבאןבבטיחאבדנימעןבםעוניבאלאלהמ

//תובשויםישנהו/ונממרצםוקמההנהולורמאיו/םהמערבחתיו30
//התע/ןתותיחשבדכלנןפ/ןתימרתמםיאריונחנאו/ונברקב
//םדאבשיאלושיאהברבעאלץרא/םשאנןפרוגלםוקמונלהרחבנ
//ועסוונפ/םכנוצרכינוצרו/םכיצפחכיצפחםהילארמאיו/םש

]ןבה8םהיתרגרג]םהיתורגרג6–]המשנויפאב‖חקיו]חפיו3המדאה]םדאה2
םיחוכנה‖לכ+]תרמשמב13ינתירוה]ינתרוה‖יכ+]ךממע10וחתשיו+]ונב‖ןיבה
החיל]וחיל20ויעדוי]ויבהוא‖תמיו+]עוגיו16יתאטח]יתאטחו‖–]םימיענהו

+]לכשה27אוההםויהןמ+]רמשמב25בתכיו]בותכיו24גי+]ול23הארו]האר22
םתותיחשב]ןתותיחשב31בוטיחא]בטיחא‖בדניבע]בדנימע‖לאללהמ]לאלהמ29קד
םכצפחכ]םכיצפחכ33
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//תורהנופלח/עוגרמםשפנלאוצמל/עוסנוךולהםשמוכליו/םכל
//ואברשאדע/תולקלקעתוחרא/תוליסמוכרדו/תורבעמורבעו
//םידגמינימלכותפשלע/רוסחמםשןיארשאםוקמ/רושבהלחנלא
//םילאמשמוםינימיימ/םילותשוילעירפיצעלכו/םירדנםעםירפכ

//רפועלכו/הנהוהנהוצחיו/הנחלשתתוראפוםידבהתובעהלאלכו5
//םהיפנעלףפותסיףנכלכרופצו/ןנערץעלכתחת/ןנולתייבצו
//םיפצפצמה/םיגלעםעפותוחצוגהיםעפ/םהיפנכושרפםהילעלעו

ב18 ].........[//
].........[//

//םישורפםהיפנכוופצפצי/].........[10
//םיסדהןיבףחרתחורהו/םיבצחהלעתודרויתולגו
//םיסומעויתוריפבויתורפו/ולצבשששיאלכ].........[

//הפ/ונילאוניתלחנהאביכ/ונילגרהכרדהפדעורמאיו
//ןיבובשיו/ונתחונמאיהיכ/ונתונחת

//םיטפשמםעפותוקחורויםעפ/םיסלענםיחמש/םיסדהה15
//םיגיעלמםעפוםיקחשמםעפ/םיטונתותשלולכאל]…[
//לכבחרזהלעיהנשבשדח/םיגונעתהימיוטפשמימיןכיכ
//רשאםוקמלכב/וינומאימולשחיכוהל/יונש
//השאלאושגתלא/השוטנברחינפמםכלורוג/הנעיהכ/הנפי

//ילעבםכילעמוקיחרה/החנהוהחורושקב/החורושקב20
//םחירשיאבהלםימלועלהמ/םימיןוכיראתןעמל/םימזנ
//ורמשנםא/השובוהמילכוטעיאליכ/םחכםירוחבתראפת
//רשבדעושפנמ/הלכיאלדעליושנהעור/השאמךאםירענה
//לדיודובכו/לדגיובאכ/הסוכיומשךשחב/אשונהלכ/הלכי

//םמושיןפ/שרגישרגהשאלעבלכ/לדחילדחהועמשיעמושה25
//רוסחמלךאםיתפשרבדו/רוציושפניתחכותבליכשמה/שרויו
//םימיהלכוטפשמהכו/םימיכחמםיאתפוינויערהכוחרזהשעיהכ
//ימעמםיברו/םהייחימילכםובזעאלוותרותורמשםיליכשמה
//הנידמותנידמלכבו/םהילעחרזדחפלפניכםידהיתמץראה

//עיבשהםישנהלכלהנעל/עיגמחרזרבדרשא30
//תולותבותונמלא/תולודגותונטקןלכהנדעותו

]תובע5]םילא[ימשמו]םילאמשמו‖םינימימ]םינימיימ4תולסמ]תוליסמ2–]וכליו1
םיצצחה]םיבצחה11ושרפי]ושרפ7םהיפנעב]םהיפנעל6םידב]םידבה‖התובע
השוטל]השוטנ19םיסלענו]םיסלענ15וניתחונמ]ונתחונמ‖וניתונחת]ונתונחת14
]המילכ‖םירחב]םירוחב22םימלועלא]םימלועלהמ21החנה]החנהו‖–]החור20
שורו+]הנעל‖ותעדו+]חרז30םהימי]םהייח‖הובזע]םובזע28המלכ
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א25 ].........[//
//].........[תרשאלכתתלונילעהילא].........[
//וינפלעףולחיחורו/וינזאבםידחפחרזתאזלכבויצורעת
//הלילןויזחםולחב/הלפאוהלילןושיאב

//לומגיאלוובוטךלץוצי/עגררשאחטבתןמזלע5
//לומתאםויכרחמהיהיםא/עדתאלובבלבוטבןילת

//הכשחהמיאהנהו/הדרחדרחיוץקיו/הדערודחפבותנשמץקייו
//וילארבדמלוקהתאעמשיו/וילעתלפונהלודג

//ובהבשנםיעושעשחורו/םיגונעתשרעבןשיךל
//וביצעיאלןמזבידניאו/ורוגיאלעררשאהזימרומא10

//רבשמםיעלסלוקגאשיוירחאו/רבדמהזדוע

//ץפיךתואערןמז/ןנובתהלריעתאלה
//ץפחרבילןיאההא/רמאתרשאםויאביו

//ויצעויויבהואלכלו/ויצילמלכלוויחאלכלארקיורקבביהיו
//תוארמהוהאלתהלכלא/האובנחורבםהלרפסיו15

//ףוגהרסאמב/םינויערלךבלםשתלאולורמאיו/האררשא
//לעבשיו/םיאכנךאוגהיו/םיאבנתמםהרקשיכ/םינותנ
//ביואכןמזהו/םעונירמאבובלביטהל/םעפבםעפכובשומ
//לופנבהלילהיצחביהיו/ופדהיייכדמעאלו/ופדר

//וטטושיייםעונבתוזחלו/םישנאלעהמדרת20
//]…[/תויאיגהדחאבוהכילשיווהתאשנחורהנהו/םישפנה
//]…[ובהשפתןהמתחאהנהו/תויחיצירפותויראירוג
//]…[עולבלוהיפתאחתפתו/וישובמבהקיזחהו/וישרש
//]…[/רחובתוממםייחוותנשמץקייו/והתלכאהערהיח

ב2525 //יפלע]…[ךרדב].........[םולח].........[
//]…[החושהךותלאו/לפשץראמטעמכו/הקומע]…[
//ובלתומי/וחצנדבאו/וחכלשכו/וחורםעפתתורקבביהיו
//בשויךלהמויחאולורמאיו/ובהרתונאלהמשנו].........[
//ילהארנעגנכימולחבםהלרמאיו/םימעזנךינפו/םימשמ

לוקהנהו/העדגנוזעןרקו/הערהוילאהתלכדע/ותמותבקיזחמו/ותוצמוויבאירבדרמוש+]חרז3
+]ויבהוא14רועת]ריעת12–]ץקיו7ומכ]םויכ6ןויזחב]ןויזח‖ךשח+;–]הליל4
תמיו]תומי27–]ירוג22ופדרנ]ופדר19–]ךבל16האכנ]האובנ15לכלו
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//רפס/ךימולשתאהנעיםיהלאולורמאיו/ילדגוההשקתוזח
//הארמהלכתאו/והאררשאםולחהםהלרפסיו/ךימולחונל
//םילעהאל/ךמעהשועםיהלאהרשאאלורמאיו/והארקרשא
//יושנהתחשלא/היהיאוהדחאםולח/היחהוהחושה/ךממ

//רעזמטעמדועיכ/םשלופיייםועז/םשאתםשאולופת5
//אוה/רבקתרומחתרובק/רבחתתוהולתהשאםע
//ךיניעברחילאהתעו/הבתלפנרשא/החושהותאברשאהיחה
//םהירבדתאחרזעומשכיהיו/ךנוזחוךמולחרפסמהזיכ
//רפסמ/םהילאתושקרבדיו/םהילעףוצקיו/םהברעגיו

//הנינשלוויהתלשמל/םכישארלעולוחי/םכרבשוםולחה10
//תאייןתי/השרומלוהלחנלםכלו/הנוכנילאםתרבדאליכ
//םהיניבבשתו/םתרבדסמחו/םתלפטרקשיכ/השאה
//םליהבהיכונממוסוניו/האנקתודידיהו/האנשהבהאה
//ודבלאוהרתויו/ודחפ

//תאהידיבםשתו/םיפרתהתאהחקליבזכו15
//איהתומשנהייחו/םיפשכהםיפשא
//החולשהליאהמשו/החוקלםיהלאןגןדעמ/הרקיההרפעה
//ונחנארשאשיאלךתצעךיאךשיאליבזכרמאתו
//תאיכלרמאיו/ויללעמוויכרדמובישהל/וילאםיכלוה

א2021 //].........[וילעיברהוהנושארבתא
//].........[פחנןקזהשיאהוךירבדתאיתאלמו
//].........[לשוכליו/תלכאמהתאושאהתאודיבחקיו
//יבזכללפתתו/יבצהםוקמדע/יבזכוהרענהוןקזה
//]…[וילעםימבהרקמה/רמילרמםולשלהנה/רמאתו

//םישנבסאמיו/םישנאברבחיו/תויתחתותוילעתולגונב25
//]…[תונבבןתנו/הלהתלוםשל/הלרעוןקזשיאלחימצמה
//עשהויניעוהזהשיאהבלןמשה/הואתהתורבקוהרעבת
//אצתו/הליפתהללפתהלהתולככיהיו/עשפותאטחלעףיסוהל
//יייכעדיאל/וילבחולפנםימיענברשאחרזו/הלהאהחרזלא

//דמעעגנההנהו/וינפלתעשרמהיבזכדומעתו/וילעמרס30
//ךתולשםיהלאךיראירמאתוהלשמאשתו/ויניעב
//אציךומכו/םחלאציהנממץרא/ךתמדאלעךימילכ

]תחש‖היה]היהיאוה4–]הארמה‖תא]תאו‖ךמולח]ךימולח2ךמולש]ךימולש1
]ךמולח8ערילאוךל+]רחי‖הברקב+]תאב7איה]אוה6םושאו]םשאו5תחוש
]תא15בושתו]בשתו12םכירבשו]םכרבשו10–]תא‖ךינויזחו]ךנוזחו‖ךימולח
תלעלכהרענלארקתו/בצתולגעשש/בהזוףסכלכמוםידומחםידגבלכמו+]םיפשכה16–
תויתחת]תויתחתו‖תולוגו+]תוילע‖תולוג]תולג25–]רמ24–]הרקיה17תומולעת
דמעתו]דומעתו30תא+]ללפתהל28
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//ןיברזופמ/םימשמבשויךומכשיאהינודאיב/םחרמ
//ךיאו/ךדבלבשויהתאעודמו/ךדגנלךתיערהיאו/םימעה
//תעדיאלה/תיבתבשלםדאתראפתו/תישורימשךמוקמ
//ודגנכרזעולהשעא/ודבלםדאתויהבוטאל/תעמשאלםא

//רמאיו/דחאהןמםינשהםיבוטיכ/דחכילבעודירבדהו5
//ירבחתאושו/יבזכתיכ/יבזכךמשיארקנתמאבהילא
//ערלכמשיאיכרדייתוצרב/ירבדתתולבנהתחארבדכ
//הימרהשוע/יתלחנתיחשהלילהלילהו/ונחנידדב/ורוגי
//]…[שאכהנושלו/תרבדמהדועאיה/יתיבברקבבשיאל

//]…[מןקזהשיאההנהו/תרדענהיפמתמאו10
//]…[ויכרדשקעמ/ךרבהדעונקז/ךרדהבורמעגי
//].........[ערוכוהוחתשמובאצמתאלהבוטו

ב21 //לעןעשנאוהו].........[
//].........[ירמא].........[

//בבושךרדב/ךלתלאורסומהחק15
//בבלםכחןקזלאש/ךכרדןמזהועהםאו
//בבוחתצעותמכחב/םרמעונבלבקאלה

//רשאייתאךרבא/ברחתורקדמכהטובו/ברקוךולהךליו
//חוקפל/תורוהטתורמאיפבןתיו/ינחנהתמאךרדבו/ינצעי

//וילעתולעיהםשה/חרזםאיכרועימו/תורועםיניע20
//ונעידותותצעשיאו/ונעיגתתומירעשדעותלוז/חרוטל
//רמאיוולשמאשיו

//ותומבץופחיולוע/דימשהלייתוצרב
//ותצעךישחיוובל/השקיורועיויניע

//ךיפתאןתתלאו/ךרומלוקלךבלחישקתלאינב25
//ךילאינחלש/ךילעמרסיייכ/ךרשבתאאיטחל
//שרושמיכ/עפותלאהרהנחרזלעוינומכחתלעילארמאיו
//ותאטחמוועשרמבושיאלינאיחםלואו/עפצאצישחנ
//ותוצמוךיהלאתאאריינבהתעו/ותירחאהיהתהערל

//זועמליהיךלו/ערגתלאווירבדלעףסותלא/ערפת]…[30

]ורוגי8לכמו]לכמ7–]יכ5הלע+;היאו]ךיאו2דרופמו+]רזופמ‖ינדא]ינודא1
]ותלוז21ךבל+]ךרדב15הנדוע]הדוע9תא+;תיחשאםא]תיחשהל‖יי+
]שרושמ‖יל]ילא27רשא+]יי26לא]לאו‖–]לא25ונעגת]ונעיגת‖ותלוא
יתוצמו]ותוצמו‖יי+]תא29שרשמ
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//תאזבו/ןטשלכברעג/השעתהזהרבדהתאםא/הסחמלו
//םתובארקחלןנובוןורחארודלאנלאשיכ/ןטקתלאךי]…[
//םדאלכו/וביתנוםלועהךרדהזו/םתינבתבהשעיו].........[
//תואתוןוכתךלהנה/תואבצהתדמחלכימלו]…[

//לפשעודמו/ךילאןתקשתו/ךילעתולותבהלכיניע5
//אשונהלכ/ןהילעבלרקיונתיםישנהלכו/ןהיארמךיניעב

א17 ].........[//
].........[//
//].........[םיגיסלהיהךפסכ/םיגוסנםכמ]…[

//].........[/ובוצפחיאלבהז/ובוטלעויילעםיחטובה10
//].........[םאו/רבדהןכאל/רבנוםכחךפסכבתו]…[
//].........[ארתו/ינרקיינאםגליסכההרקמכ/ינא]…[
//]…[השאלרמאתו/ותאמךלתוןפתו/ותותפלהלכי
//]…[ילוא/הרומתאלןיארשא/הריבגהוהגנועמההרענל

//םיניעלהאריםדאהיכ/םייתפשהםדואו/םייחלהרהוז15
//ירחאוכליו/ורציתאיתעדייכ/ורבדלחיהתואתוארבו
//םשתו/השובללעבהזידעהדעתו/המתהוהיפיפיה/המלעה
//]…[/ותולעברחשכדומעתואבתו/השארבתוכלמרתכ
//בללעו/תקפרתמהיתורענלעותכלהתמאיהו/ותאצב

//היניעו/תקדצמאיהוםיקידצעישרת/תקפודהיקשוח20
//לבנהחקתו/תקחרתמותברקתמ/תקתושאיהוןובירי
//חרזחכונדומעתו/וירמאתוחצעימשתו/וירתיקזחתו
//הלשמאשתוהלוקןתינ

//ונסכיןנעהושמשוינפרואודודרעשהמדי
//ונסוכוותנמהתיהותבהאווקלחתנמןחה25

//ירפתאשלףנעתושעל/ךבלןיביהתיבםידיחיבישומ
//יכ/הברקםויהרקיהמ/הבהאההאלפנהמ/ךבאב
//ידידיםוק/ךינפרהוזםויהתוארל/ךינפלדומעליתררוע
//םינמעניעטנ/םינשושטוקללםינגבדרו/םינומאהער

//ינש/םינומרהוצנהרדמסהחתפ/םינצנהוארנרבכיכ30

אלה]הנה4ןנוכו]ןנובו‖ןושאר]ןורחא2תאזכו]תאזבו‖הזחמלו]הסחמלו1
]המתהו17אצתו]ךלתו13ובוטו]ובוט‖–]לעו10ןתקושתו]ןתקשתו5
חכנדמעתו]חכונדומעתו‖עמשתו]עימשתו‖קזחהו]קזחתו22ידעתו]הדעתו‖המימתהו

ןיכי]ןיבי‖–]התיב26ונתנמ]ותנמ25ידוד]דוד24רמאת+]הלשמ‖ןנחתו]ןתינ23
הערו]הער29–]רהוז‖ינתררוע]יתררוע28המו]המ27
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ב17 ].........[//
//].........[/םיניעל
//בטיתו/הניניינעוהירישעומשכ/הינפרהוז].........[יהיו
//רמאיוןעיו/וינפלדסחוןחאשתו/ויניעבהרענה

//המכחהולכשה/תלכשמהשאיימו/תלואהרושקרענבלב5
//הוצרשאויבאירבדלכחכשיו/השאארקיתאזל/הש]..[תחפל
//היהאלוהומכו/ויניינעורישבעדויהיהחרזו/הועויתוביתנלכו
//ולשמאשיו/ולכשיפכרבדהתואבשיו/]…[

//ברעההארמךרעשו/רקבההארמךינפ
//ברועףנככךשאררעשו/ךויזהנויךילהביךיא10

//ונוצרקיפיהירישבוטיכו/ויניבןחהאצמיכהרענהארתו

//יחלכוטיתומלםא/רפועיניעמוהרתלא
//יחוותואהארךושנ/הלכהיהךושיםא

//הוחא/ינארהןופצמו/ינאילפההזהרישהחרזרמאיו
//רמאיוולשמאשיו/ינאףאיעד15

//ינוביהרהםהשידגנ/מךיניעתאיבסה
//ינורויתומיצחבו/םתשקוכרדםתובגיכ

//הירישבוטמוהעימשתו/הירמאבישתאיהףא
//הילשמדועאשתו

//חרופןשושוייחלןגבו/חרוזבכוכרפועינפב20
//חרזארקנןכלעחרזי/וינפרהוזםויוהליל

//רמאיוולשמאשיו

//לעמךבהלעמאלרשאשפנ/ירחאיפדרתןחתיבצךלהמ
//לעממםידמועםיפרשךיי/חלינשושבתוערלהרמואםא

]ךילהבי10רמאיו+]ולשמ8יפויהו]המכחו5דסח]דסחו‖–]ןח4ועמשכו]עומשכ3
ונעימשתו]והעימשתו18םב+]ךושי13רמאתוהלשמתאשףסותו+;וינוצר]ונוצר11ךוליהבי

אוהםגףסויו+]חרז21חרפ]חרופ‖ויחל]וייחל20רמאת+;הלשמ]הילשמ‖–]דוע19
ףדרל]יפדרת23תאשו]השיו22
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chapter 13

Ḥever the Pious: Some Aspects of Religion in the
Taḥkemoni by Judah al-Ḥarīzī

Raymond P. Scheindlin

We do not ordinarily think of religion as one of the classical maqāma’s main
themes. In describing the maqāma, the secondary literature focuses mainly on
the picaresque escapades of the protagonist, particularly on the varied ways
in which he puts his rhetorical skills to use in order to induce people to part
with their money. When the protagonist appears as a religious preacher, he
often turns out to be a sensualist and a cynical manipulator. True, Hamad-
hānī’s Maqāmāt contains two chapters in which a preacher is sincere (11 and
26), and al-Ḥarīrī’s Abū Zayd turns to religion in the final chapters of his book.
But Abū Zayd behaves pretty badly throughout most of al-Ḥarīrī’s maqāmāt,
and his conversion makes literary sense only because we have known him to
have led a bad life.

1 Ḥever’s Religious Sensibility

Al-Ḥarīzī’s Hebrew maqāma collection, known in modern times as the Taḥke-
moni,1 shares this character, to some extent. The protagonist, whose name
is Ḥever Haqeini, appears in many guises and deploys his rhetorical skills
for pecuniary gain. Yet only four of his adventures—“Cadged Dinner” (21/9),
“Father and Son” (17/29), “Doctor” (43/30), and “Amulets” (38/28)—involve
remunerative deceptions, and a fifth deception story—“Seven Girls” (13/20)—
merely tells of a practical joke. Thus, Ḥever’s treachery, far from being a char-
acteristic feature of al-Ḥarīzī’s Hebrewmaqāmāt, is actually only an occasional

1 References to the Taḥkemoni are to the edition by Joseph Yahalom and Naoya Katsumata
(Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2010). Chapter numbers are given first in accordance with this
edition, followed by a virgule (/) and the chapter number in earlier printed editions and in
the translation by David S. Segal, The Book of Taḥkemoni: Jewish Tales from Medieval Spain
(London: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2001). Line numbers are in accordance with
the Yahalom-Katsumata edition. The English chapter titles used in this paper are my own,
invented in the hope of making it easy for readers familiar with the collection to identify the
episodes without having to look them up by number.
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feature of the collection. The narrator, Heiman ha-Ezraḥi, occasionally lets us
know that he does not havemuch confidence in the veracity of Ḥever’s stories;2
but in these cases, Ḥever is not loosening anyone’s money bag; he is merely
being entertaining. For themost part, whenḤever gainsmoney, it is because he
has given value, in the form of an impressive speech or a literary performance.
He is therefore more like an itinerant entertainer than a confidence man. And
from time to time, he appears as an actual man of God. We will return to this;
but first, let us consider what the book says about itself in the introduction.3
The rhymed proseHebrew introduction to theTaḥkemoni starts the book off

on a serious religious and quasi-philosophical note.4 Wisdom, says the author,
teaches us to begin by praising God; and this the author does for no fewer than
113 lines, turning the customary invocation of God into an expansive rhymed-
prose treatise on the nature of the universe and the soul (lines 27–140). Al-
Ḥarīzī spins his praises of God into a broad outline of the whole Neoplatonic
scheme in which the Intellect and the Soul emanate from the One, drawing
heavily on Ibn Gabirol’s poetic description of the nature of God and the cos-
mos in his poetic religious meditation Keter malkhut.5 There is nothing really
Jewish about the invocation except the language in which it is composed; if it
were translated into Arabic, Latin, or, for that matter, English, there would be
no knowing what religion or culture the speaker belonged to other than he is
heir to medieval religious Neoplatonism.
The author pays particular attention to the soul. God creates the soul (per-

sonified and feminine) as a pure creature, and keeps her by him until it is time
for her to be joined with a body. Then she encounters God’s messenger beside
the “well of wisdom” along the “road to vision” (be-derekh shur, line 64), and
he instructs her as to how to behave once in the body. At a person’s death,
God opens the eyes of the properly cultivated soul, and she beholds the Well
of the Intellect (lines 100–105). Descending to the well, described as the “liv-

2 E.g., in “Marriage” (29/6), “Rooster” (10/10), “Merchant’s Invitation” (25/34), and “Quarreling
Couple” (34/41).

3 The discussion that follows deals only with the actual introduction, i.e., the material that
appears before chapter 1 (“Opening Maqāma”). Although chapter 1 covers some of the same
subjectmatter as the introduction, it frames thatmatter differently and serves a different kind
of introductory function from that of the introduction itself.

4 The Hebrew introduction is preceded by an Arabic introduction, more conventional in form,
announcing that thepurpose of thebook is the vindication and cultivationof theHebrew lan-
guage, themes that return forcefully in the Hebrew introduction and in “Opening Maqāma”
(1/1).

5 The parallels to Keter malkhut are faithfully pointed out by Yahalom and Katsumata in the
notes to their edition.
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ing source” (meqor ḥayim), she fills her pitcher with themysteries of the divine
world, ascends, and drinks.
This well reappears later in the introduction (lines 221–251). Using language

deriving from the story of themeeting of Abraham’s servantwith Rebecca (Gen
24), al-Ḥarīzī describes himself as arriving at the well of wisdom, hoping to
drink its waters. He declares that he will take as his bride the girl who comes
to draw the waters of eloquence from that well for him. Presently, one of the
daughters of Wisdom appears. She identifies herself as the Hebrew language.
Theymarry, and shebears himamighty son—presumably, the bookTaḥkemoni
itself.
The imagery according to which the soul finds God’s messenger beside the

well of wisdom and the poet finds the Hebrew language at the well of wis-
dom seems to imply that there is a direct line from God to the Intellect to
the Hebrew language. But there is no Jewish doctrine in the introduction—no
Torah, no religious law, no covenant between God and Israel, no exile or prayer
for redemption. The introduction evokes a religion of a spiritual-philosophical
kind in which the only Jewish element is the Hebrew language. What is the
place of the Torah in all this? Al-Ḥarīzī might say that the Hebrew language
provides access to the divine world because it is the language of the Torah. He
might say this—but he does not. It is as if the language itself is the key to the
spiritual world, without reference to sacred scripture.6
The introduction is written from a Jewish point of view, but the Jewishness

of that point of view is not the Jewish religion as a set of beliefs and obser-
vances but the Jewish perspective on Arabic (and therefore Islamic) culture.
There is no need to repeat here the story of how al-Ḥarīzī came to compose the
Taḥkemoni—his statement that the prestige of al-Ḥarīrī’s maqāmāt induced
him to compose the Taḥkemoni as a vindication of the Hebrew language in the
face of the Arabic challenge—for al-Ḥarīzī himself tells the story twice (in the
introduction and in the opening maqāma 1/1), and no scholarly treatment of
the Taḥkemoni fails to refer to it. This competition with Arabic—brought up in
the book’s Arabic introduction, in theHebrew rhymed-prose introduction, and
in the opening maqāma—is what has drawn the most attention in discussions
of al-Ḥarīzī’s purpose in writing the book.
But the rhymed prose of the Hebrew introduction begins by preparing the

reader for something else: a book of religious edification, a guide to the culti-
vation of the intellect leading to access to the divine world, with the Hebrew

6 It is otherwise in the opening maqāma (1/1), where the author asserts that Hebrew is supe-
rior to Arabic because it is the language of revelation (lines 82–84), but this chapter lacks the
philosophical underpinnings of the Hebrew introduction.
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language serving as the vehicle. It further suggests that this is a book for Jews
who are also cosmopolitan intellectuals of a philosophical bent. It implies a
promise that the book will stimulate the intellect, with no hint that the book
is meant to provide entertainment and worldly literary pleasures. If we had
only the first 251 lines of the introduction—in other words, everything that the
author says before hementions al-Ḥarīrī—wewould never associate theTaḥke-
moniwith the picaresque and would never think of Ḥever as a trickster; rather,
we would think that we were about to read a book dealing with religion and
virtue of a cosmopolitan and philosophical type. This expectation turns out to
be false, for the book is, on the whole, entertaining, worldly, and literary, but
the author’s promise starts the reader off with different expectations.
Seven chapters of the Taḥkemoni’s fifty have religion as their main topic.

In none of these chapters is Ḥever a cheat or a trickster or even a funny
man; in each of them, he is completely serious and sincere. Furthermore, in
two chapters that are not specifically about religion (“Reversible Epistle” [7/8],
“Proverbs” [21/44]), he appears as a revered teacher surrounded by a circle of
devoted disciples, and this image is not reversed by anagnorisis at the end of
the story. In this paper, I propose to examine the varieties of religious sensibil-
ity attributed by al-Ḥarīzī to his chief character.

2 Ḥever as a Religious Preacher

In “Preacher” (2/2), Heiman, the Taḥkemoni’s narrator, has heard of a great
preacher in a distant land whose powerful preaching leads men to contrition.
Wishing to benefit spiritually from hearing him, Heiman traverses oceans and
enters the “house of prayer” (he does not use a more specific term for a syn-
agogue). After a religious service, Ḥever makes his appearance, but he is not
described; he simply plunges into his sermon,which is an eloquent and lengthy
harangue (lines 18–190), followed by a short poem. Heiman is appropriately
moved to repent his sins. Then he approaches and discovers that it is Ḥever;
he stays with him for several days “to gather the fruit of his wisdom,” and
then returns to his homeland. Thus, in his first appearance after the opening
maqāma, Ḥever is depicted as a pious preacher with not a hint of deceit about
him.
The basic theme of his sermon is one that is common to Jewish and Islamic

preaching: a person should keep inmind that death is a certainty and that after
death, God will judge and reward or punish; it therefore behooves a person to
live in a state of constant repentance and to eschew worldly temptations to
sin. There is hardly anything in the sermon that a rabbi could object to. Yet the
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rhetoric comes straight out of Islamic preaching: Repentance is described as a
traveler’s provision for the great journey of death. The mundane world (tevel
in Hebrew, representing dunyā in Arabic) is depicted at length as a seductress,
even a succubus. The judgment after death, merging into the final resurrec-
tion and judgment of all mankind, is depicted as a frightening and intimidat-
ing event. The theme of treacherous tevel/dunyā returns, and the listener is
exhorted to contemplate the dead in order to reach an emotional state favor-
able to repentance. These themes are common in Arabic preaching.7 There are
four such sermons in al-Ḥarīrī’s maqāmāt (1, 11, 21, and 41); they are present
as motifs in the Hebrew liturgical poetry and zuhd poetry composed in the
Judaeo-Arabic cultural sphere but are never dwelt on at such length and with
such intensity. The famous penitential prose prayers by Nisi Nahrawānī, Saa-
diah Gaon, and Baḥya ibn Paquda contain nothing comparable but drawmost
of their language from the rabbinic tradition.8 The four sermons on repen-
tance by Abraham Bar Ḥiyya contain nothing comparable but draw mostly
from the rabbinic and philosophical traditions.9 Even Ibn Paquda’s book on
the inner life of religion, al-Hidāya ilā farāʾiḍ al-qulūb (Guide to the duties of
the heart)—the whole conception of which derives from Islamic models and
which draws heavily, sometimes verbatim, from Sufi texts—contains nothing
comparable.
The one thing in the sermon that a rabbimight object to occurs at the end of

the poem that follows the sermon, when Ḥever says, “If you wash your hearts
and become very pure / you will see the face of God.” (This motif comes up
again in themaqāmāt “Soul vs. Body” and “Moses,” both discussed below.) Jew-
ish preaching promises the beatific vision of God in the afterlife, using indirect
expressions such as the promise that the righteous will bask in the light of the
shekhina (divine presence) or even see the face of the shekhina; but the Jewish

7 A classic denunciation of dunyā is found in the epistle of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī included in IbnAbī l-
Dunyā’s KitābDhammal-dunyā, ed. Ella Almagor (Jerusalem:Magnes Press, 1984), 18–20. The
Qurʾān is replete with visions of the punishments that await the wicked; see, e.g., Q Maʿarij
70:1–18; Q Muddaththir 74:27–56; Q Ghāshiya 88:1–16.

8 Nisi al-Nahrawānī’s poem is found inMaḥzor kol hashana kefiminhaq q.q. italyani, ed. Samuel
David Luzzatto, 2 vols. (Livorno: Solomon Belporte and Partner, 1856), 1:91b–92b; Saadiah
ben Joseph Gaon’s poem in Siddur rav Saʿadya Gaʾon, ed. Israel Davidson, Simha Assaf, and
Issachar Joel, 2nd ed. (Jerusalem: Mekitsé nirdamim, 1963), 64–81; and Baḥya ben Joseph ibn
Paquda’s inTorat ḥovot ha-levavot, ed. and Heb. trans. Joseph Qafiḥ (Jerusalem: Aqiba Joseph,
1972/73), 432–434.

9 Abraham bar Ḥiyya, Hegyon ha-nefesh ha-ʿatzuvah, ed. Geoffrey Wigoder (Jerusalem: Bialik
Institute, 1971); TheMeditation of the Sad Soul, trans. GeoffreyWigoder (New York: Schocken,
1968).
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tradition avoids the expression “to see the face of God,” except in connection
with Moses.10 In Islam, the expression “face of God” is much more at home,
being found repeatedly in the Qurʾān itself (Q 2:115, 13:22, 16:98, 28:88, 75:22–23,
etc.). Clearly, al-Ḥarīzī has few inhibitions about drawing on Islamic religious
language when the substance is common to both religions. Even if al-Ḥarīzī
meant seeing the face of God as a figure of speech for union with the Intellect,
the image would be religiously jarring.
Ḥever is again a perfectly respectable and revered teacher in “Two Prayers”

(4/14). Heiman has crossed the ocean and arrives in Gaza, where he sees a great
palace and, in it, a dignitary surrounded by disciples who are studying various
subjects under his guidance. One of the disciples asks themaster to teach them
a prayer that will protect them and break through to the throne of God. Ḥever
(for it is he) respondswith not one but two prayers. Like the two private prayers
by Saadiah, one is general, and the other is penitential. When the penitential
prayer is over, the chapter ends without reverting to the frame. In the first, the
opening invocation (lines 21–98) is in the poetic and philosophical style of Ibn
Gabirol’sKetermalkhut, like the languageused at the opening of the book.11 The
body of the prayer (lines 99–144) is a petition that God help the worshiper to
shun sin, to live in accordance with the gratitude he owes God, and to save him
from punishment on the day of judgment. It ends with the distinctively Jewish
formula “Blessed are you,OGod,whohears prayer.”This first prayer is eloquent,
but the second prayer (lines 146–269) is rhetorically stunning. It is written in
a style of rhymed prose markedly different from that of the first prayer—in
fact, distinct from the rhymed prose of the rest of the book. Although in both
the introduction and the first chapter, al-Ḥarīzī cites al-Ḥarīrī as his model, his
rhymed prose on the whole resembles that of Hamadhānī; only in this second
prayer does his language reach the density and difficulty of al-Ḥarīrī’s style.
As in the case of the sermon, the two prayers are nearly devoid of such Jew-
ish themes as Torah, religious law, covenant between God and Israel, exile, and
hope for redemption.
Wemeet Ḥever again as a sober teacher of religious values in “Soul vs. Body”

(5/13). After living some time in pursuit of worldly pleasures, Heiman decides
to turn to religion and repentance. He is sitting in conversation with Ḥever,
whenḤever announces that he has decided to leave this unnamed country and
return to his homeland. “Ask what gift I should give you before I am taken from

10 Rabbinic andmystical Jewish conceptions of seeingGod are expounded at length by Elliot
R.Wolfson, in hisThroughaSpeculumThat Shines:Visionand Imagination inMedieval Jew-
ish Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994).

11 The parallels are duly cited by Yahalom and Katsumata in their notes to the text.
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you.” Thewords are an echo of Elijah’s partingwords to his disciple Elisha (2Kgs
2:9). The situation also recalls the endings of two more closely contemporary
works:The Kuzari, by JudahHalevi; andThe Prince and the Ascetic, by Abraham
ibnḤasdai, in which a sage, about to depart from the disciple forever, is begged
for and bestows his final teaching.12 Words and situation associate Ḥever with
authoritative teachers of divine wisdom.
Heiman begs to know the mysteries of the soul and the body and to learn

how reward and punishment are distributed among them after death. Ḥever
respondswith adebatebetweenSoul andBody inwhich each contends that the
other should bear the responsibility for a man’s sins. Finally, Intellect steps in
with an admonition to the Soul tomake the effort to keepherself pure, followed
by a long poem in the same spirit. Soul responds with a long poem explaining
how she is impeded in this effort by being trapped in the body, but Intellect
encourages Soul to work harder at it, promising divine reward. Soul is com-
forted.
This debate does have its source in a Jewish text, a short homily in which, at

the final judgment, Body and Soul each accuse the other before God of respon-
sibility for a man’s sins, and God responds by reuniting them for judgment.13
Al-Ḥarīzī has conflated this homily about bodily resurrection with the Neopla-
tonic scheme in which the soul is trapped in the body and thereby prevented
from returning to its divine source unless it makes use of its rational part to
keep itself pure so that it can eventually achieve release. Unlike the homily, al-
Ḥarīzī’s debate ends not by restoring the unity of body and soul but by showing
the soul how to rise above the body, in which it is only temporarily imprisoned.
Despite the echoes of the Jewish source, the debate fits neatly into the intel-
lectual framework adumbrated in the Neoplatonic invocation that opens the
book; it would be just as much at home in an Islamic as in a Jewish context.
Ḥever reinforces his image as an authoritative teacher of religious wisdom in
the poem with which he concludes the chapter: “I am Ḥever, the associate of
the wise … I rouse sleeping souls with reproachful preaching sharp as arrows
…Happy is themanwho roots out sin from his heart and plants therein goodly
plants, for he will be illuminated with the light of eternal life and succeed in

12 Judah Halevi, Kitāb al-Radd wa-l-dalīl fī l-dīn al-dhalīl (Kitāb al-Khazarī), ed. David
H. Baneth and Haggai Ben-Shammai (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1977), 227; Abraham ibn
Ḥasdai, Ben ha-melekh ve-ha-nazir, ed. Abraham Meir Habermann (Tel Aviv: Mosad ha-
Rav Kuk, 1950), 187ff.

13 Judah al-Ḥarīzī, Kitāb al-Durar: A Book in Praise of God and the Israelite Communities
(Judaeo-Arabic and Hebrew), ed. Joshua Blau, Paul Fenton, and Joseph Yahalom (Jeru-
salem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2009), 194–201.
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seeing his Creator’s light face-to-face.” This is another occurrence of this reli-
gious motif that seems so out of place in a Jewish religious text.

3 Ḥever and Judaism

The three chapters discussed thus far establish Ḥever as a sincere and revered
preacher of religious values that, though acceptable within the framework of
the Jewish tradition, have ties toNeoplatonic spirituality and that are expressed
by means of language deriving from a mixture of Jewish and Islamic sources.
In the chapters to be dealt with next, the subject matter is more specifically
Jewish.
In “Sects” (31/17), Heiman, on a quest for wisdom, finds Ḥever sitting at the

head of a group of scholars who appear to be his disciples. They beg him to
instruct them about the Samaritans and the Karaites, two communities that
reject the rabbinic tradition. Ḥever responds with a brief denunciation of the
Samaritans and a lengthy and more rounded treatment of the Karaites. He
begins by stating (lines 29–30) that although the Karaites have the Torah, they
cannot be considered part of “our community.” This position is surprising in
view of the abundant evidence that the Karaites, though sometimes attacked
by rabbinic authorities, were understood by Jews andMuslims alike to be Jews.
Ḥever then describes an imaginary debate between a Karaite and a Rabbanite
(lines 43ff.). In view of the treatment of the Samaritans, we expect this debate
to climax in a thundering denunciation of the Karaite position, but al-Ḥarīzī
permits his imaginary Karaite to present his case quite fairly. The debate is con-
ducted first in prose and then in verse. The Karaite scores some good points,
but the Rabbanite trips him up on the problem of the Sabbath lamp. (Karaite
exegetes interpret Exodus 35:3 to mean that one may neither light a fire on the
Sabbath nor permit one to burn that was lit before the Sabbath; they therefore
forbid the lighting of the Sabbath candles. The Rabbanites say that a light may
remain lit if it was kindled before the Sabbath, and they regard the Sabbath
candles as an essential ritual. In refutation of the Karaite position, the Rab-
banite points out that in the Temple, sacrifices were burned on the Sabbath
itself, proving that some rituals override the prohibition of lighting a fire on
the Sabbath; all the more should it be permitted for a light to remain lit if it
was kindled before the Sabbath.) The Karaite concedes the justice of the Rab-
banite position but feels that he is obliged to follow his ancestral traditions.
The Rabbanite points out that by doing so, he is merely passing his error on to
the next generation. Vanquished, the Karaite becomes a Rabbanite. It is hardly
surprising that the Rabbanite wins in this confrontation, but it is noteworthy
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that al-Ḥarīzī does not demolish the Karaite but permits him to defend himself
forcefully to the last. In any case,Ḥever appears in this chapter as an intellectual
defender of the rabbinic tradition.
In “Cantor” (30/24), Ḥever again functions as a stalwart defender of rabbinic

authority.He tellsHeimanabouthis visit to a synagogue inMosul,wherehehad
arrived in the course of his travels. Ḥever had hoped to preach there and was
encouraged when he learned, through gossiping with the worshippers await-
ing the start of the service, that the congregation was full of scholars and had a
learned cantor. The cantor arrives but turns out to be crude and ignorant. There
are good jokes aplenty here for readers who are familiar with the liturgy, as al-
Ḥarīzī satirizes the cantor (and, by extension, the congregation who so admire
him) by listing his mistakes in reciting the prayers. But the cantor’s ignorance
of Hebrew is only a warm-up to the main focus of the chapter, which turns on
a technical point about the Jewish liturgy.
The cantor follows the typical medieval practice of interweaving the stan-

dard prayerswith optional liturgical poems, but he overdoes it, singing somany
of the latter thatmost of the congregation either fall asleep in their places or get
up and leave. An argument ensues among the remaining congregants. Oneman
complains that by causing the congregants to leave before the service is over,
the cantor has, in effect, caused them to ignore the obligatory standard prayers
in favor of the optional liturgical poems. Another congregant defends the can-
tor on the grounds that the poems are better than the prayers and that they are
an ancestral tradition and therefore indispensable. The first congregant replies
at length to the effect that liturgical poems are fine when the congregation and
the cantor are learned enough to understand them and to keep them in the
right proportion to the obligatory prayers, but this community is so ignorant
that they are actually forbidden to recite liturgical poetry. At this, the cantor’s
defender, like the Karaite in the previous example, yields, and the story ends.
But there is a sequel: apparently stepping out of the fictional mode, Ḥever
(or al-Ḥarīzī himself) reports with dismay that someone in the community of
Arbel has argued that the standard prayers are actually optional and the litur-
gical poems obligatory, a position that anyone with the slightest knowledge of
rabbinic traditions knows is absurd. This view is refuted in a lengthy poem that
ends the chapter.
Although Ḥever does not claim to have taken part in the argument himself,

the presentationmakes it clear that he is deeply invested in it and that his own
position is the standard rabbinic one. From thepresentation, it seems clear that
the important thing about this whole debate is not the absurd disagreement
about the proper relationship between standard prayers and optional liturgi-
cal poetry but the ignorance of the community.
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This, I think, is the only chapter of the Taḥkemoni that deals with a matter
of religious law, and in that way, it is one of the most internally directed sto-
ries. As a lampoon of a particular community, it has much in common with
the denunciations of a number of communities in the semiautobiographical
chapter “Travels” (39/46), inwhichMosul and some other communities are tar-
gets for his satire. (With the exception of one of its grandees, Mosul comes off
better in al-Ḥarīzī’s fully autobiographical Arabic maqāma, Kitāb al-Durar.14)
But in al-Ḥarīzī’s fictional world, Ḥever functions in this chapter as a pious and
learned preacher and as an intellectual defender of rabbinic tradition, just as
he was in “Sects.”
At the beginning of “Jerusalem” (16/28), Heiman arrives in the Holy City

and recites a lengthy poem in its praise, expressing gratitude for having been
granted the opportunity to see it and lamenting its debased condition.15 Revert-
ing to rhymed prose, he devotes only six lines to recounting his tour of the holy
sites; he provides no poetic description of what he saw or the religious uplift
that he might have experienced. Most of his report concerns his conversation
with someone hemet there. Presuming this person to be a local, Heiman ques-
tions him as to how the Jews happened to return to the city after having been
expelled during the Crusades. In what may be the only historical event men-
tioned in the entire book, the informant explains that Saladin, after retaking the
city for Islam, permitted the Jews’ return.He then goes on to report that the Jew-
ish community of the Holy City is riven by tensions and dissension that spoil
the pleasure of living there. He concludes with a poetic tirade against commu-
nal strife. Asked for his name, the speaker informsHeiman that he is none other
than Ḥever. Ḥever has turned out to be a good informant, as well as a man who
is concerned for the welfare of the community and indignant about those who
are less so. Thus the chapter contains both praise of an idealized Jerusalem and
bitterness at the reality. The visitor is starry-eyed, the resident coldly factual.16

14 In an unexpected authorial intrusion in the first of the two prayers in 4/14 (lines 90–
92), Ḥever proclaims al-Ḥarīzī’s gratitude for having been granted the opportunity to see
Jerusalem.

15 In the Toporovsky edition of the Taḥkemoni, Ḥever comes across rather differently in this
chapter, for in answer to the question about his identity, he replies by “laughing at my
sorrow,” and thus appears cynical, as pointed out by Segal in Book of Taḥkemoni, 555–556.
But Yahalom and Katsumata’s reading “laughing at what I said,” i.e., laughing at my not
recognizing him and having to ask his name, seemsmore appropriate to the situation and
therefore is probably the better reading.

16 Printed and translated in Raymond P. Scheindlin, The Song of the Distant Dove: Judah
Halevi’s Pilgrimage (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 172–177.
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In “Ezra and Ezekiel” (23/35), Ḥever tells Heiman that back in al-Andalus he
often heard people speak of Ezra and his miracles so he crossed the ocean to
see for himself. In Palestine, he learned that Ezra had been buried in Iraq and
that the tomb had long ago been destroyed and the place laid waste—but that
160 years earlier, a shepherd had been told the location of the tomb in a dream.
The prophecy was confirmed by a miracle when the shepherd, who was blind,
regained his sight. Since then, amiraculous, brilliant light shines over the tomb
every night, and the place is venerated byMuslims as well as Jews. Ḥever deter-
mines to see it for himself. He visits the grave, sees the light, ascertains that it
is truly a divine light and not merely a trick played on the Jews by the Muslim
villagers or the result of natural combustion of sulfur in the soil. The account
is followed by two poems in honor of the tomb.
All this is just like Islamic popular piety, with its reverence for the graves of

pious men of old and stories of miracles attesting to the holiness of the saint.
The visiting of saints’ tombs (ziyāra) is widely attested to this day among the
Jewish communities in (or originating in) the Islamic cultural sphere as well,
and al-Ḥarīzī’s detail about the same grave being venerated by both Muslims
and Jews is confirmed by medieval sources and modern practice.17
But there is nomention of the baraka that is typically attributed to religious

shrines in Islamic texts, and there is one distinctively Jewish religious value that
al-Ḥarīzī does stress: the vindication of the Jewish claim to a special relation-
ship with God. This had been rendered doubtful because of the destruction of
the Temple and the Jewish kingdom in Palestine, by the scattering of the Jews,
and by their reduction to subordinate status among the nations—but the mir-
acle of Ezra’s tomb seems to the narrator to be confirmation by God that this
covenant with Israel is intact. Here Ḥever speaks in the interests of the Jewish
community.
Now comes a surprise: the discussion of Ezra’s grave is followed by a very

long poem on the tomb of Ezekiel, which the narrator says that he also visited.
Between the poems to Ezra and the poem on Ezekiel, there is no transition
except the note, “I composed this poem when I was at the grave of our Lord
Ezekiel the Prophet,” nor is there a story about Ezekiel’s tomb parallel to the
story of the tomb of Ezra. The poem on Ezekiel does, however, mention as a
miracle that Ezekiel’s body has not putrefied after his death.
A peculiar feature of this poem is that it is formally in the same pattern as

Judah Halevi’s famous “Ode to Zion”; we might have expected such amuʿāraḍa

17 Josef M.Meri,TheCult of SaintsAmongMuslimsand Jews inMedieval Syria (Oxford:Oxford
University Press, 2002), 229–240, includes a full discussion of the veneration of the tomb
of Ezekiel, including pictures of the tomb.
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in the chapter on Jerusalem, but the long poem in honor of Jerusalem is mod-
eled on a different poembyHalevi.18 In the poemonEzekiel, the poet expresses
thewish that he could spend the rest of his life living near the tomb; he declares
any man happy whom Ezekiel brings near to dwell in his courts. These lines
allude to the Psalmist’s longing for the Temple courts (Ps 65:5); more to the
point, they allude to the concluding lines of Halevi’s poem.19 It seems that
al-Ḥarīzī has gone out of his way to write of Ezekiel’s tomb in terms ordi-
narily applied to Jerusalem. This is a remarkable elevation of the grave of
Ezekiel to the status of the Holy Temple. The notion—even if it is only liter-
ary hyperbole—that the speaker would wish to spend the rest of his life living
near the tomb is also remarkable; it evokes the Islamic religious type of the jār
allāh, the person who establishes his residence at or near a shrine and thereby
becomes a “neighbor of God.” It is an elusive idea but also recalls JudahHalevi’s
resolution to go to Jerusalem not as a mere pilgrimage but in order to settle
on the holy soil and die there. Finally, though Ezekiel’s tomb is a well-attested
object of veneration for Jews and Muslims alike, I do not know of any prece-
dent in Jewish literary history for personal devotion to Ezekiel or of prayer
to Ezekiel for intercession with God such as the one with which the poem
ends.20
Similarly extraordinary is the prayer that is the subject of “Moses” (22/15).

Heiman has gone to sea on a merchant ship, but the ship has gone down in
a storm and he has lost all his goods. As he sits at home mourning his losses,
Heiman’s friends come to console him; Ḥever is among them. Ḥever says that
hewould gladly helpHeimanwithmoney if he had any, but since he doesn’t, he
will provide Heiman with something else that will prove helpful: a prayer that
is guaranteed to open the gates of heaven and induce God, in turn, to open the
treasury of his bounty.He refers to the prayer as tefilah le-mosheh, ishha-elohim.
We assume that Ḥever means “A prayer by Moses, the Man of God,” in accor-
dance with the use of the phrase at the beginning of Psalm 90. But, reading the
prayer, we are astonished to see that it is not a prayer byMoses but a prayer to
Moses.
The greater part of the prayer consists of the invocation of Moses (lines 24–

94), only a few lines being devoted to the petition itself (lines 95–106). The
invocation is a lengthy composition on Moses’s virtues, what in an Islamic
work would be called his manāqib (“virtues”); it is such a rich mixture of rab-

18 As pointed out by Yahalom and Katsumata at Judah al-Ḥarīzī, Taḥkemoni, 261.
19 Printed and translated in Scheindlin, Song of the Distant Dove, 172–177.
20 Meri, Cult of Saints, 229–240, includes a full discussion of the veneration of the tomb of

Ezekiel, including pictures of the tomb.
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binic, Neoplatonic, and Islamic elements as to deserve a separate study, which
I hope to accomplish in due course. Particularly striking are its use of motifs
associated with Muḥammad since the early centuries of Islam: light, spiritual
preexistence, and, especially, the notion of the primordial, spermatic descent
of his exalted nature to him through a succession of pure ancestors male and
female.When al-Ḥarīzī says that there emanated uponMoses from the highest
sphere zohar ʿal-zohar (“light upon light”), it is hard to escape the impression
that he is thinking of the phrase nūrun ʿalā nūrin from theQurʾān’s “LightVerse”
(Q 24:35).21
The petition is a plea forMoses’s intercessionwithGod on behalf of thewor-

shiper. Yet intercessory prayer is strongly discouraged by the rabbinic tradition.
There are some prayers to the ancestors and prophets for intercession in the
Jewish tradition of public liturgy, when it is the people as a whole praying for
forgiveness for collective sin and for the restoration of Jewish sovereignty in the
Land of Israel. But Moses is rarely invoked for even this purpose, except as one
among other patriarchs and prophets whose help is sought in begging divine
forgiveness. Muḥammad, on the other hand, was appealed to as an interces-
sor regularly since the early Islamic age, especially for intercession on the day
of judgment, but also for personal needs.22 It would therefore seem natural to
seek the inspiration for al-Ḥarīzī’s composition in Islamic piety. Nor is it likely
that such a prayer was entirely foreign in spirit to al-Ḥarīzī’s readers. Strange
as it may seem to us, if al-Ḥarīzī put such a prayer into a work from which he
intended to earn a livelihood, hemust have expected that his potential readers
and patrons would not find it objectionable.

21 See Uri Rubin, “Preexistence and Light: Aspects of the Concept of NūrMuḥammad,” Israel
Oriental Studies 5 (1975): 62–119. Some exegetes associated Muḥammad with the expres-
sion “light upon light” in the Light Verse; see Gerhard Böwering, “The Light Verse: Qurʾānic
Text and Ṣūfī Interpretation,” Oriens 36 (2001): 113–144, esp. 133–134.

22 Tor Andrae, Die Person Muhammeds in Lehre und Glauben seiner Gemeinde (Stockholm:
Norstedt, 1917), 235ff. (Muḥammad as intercessor), 313–333 (preexistence), and, esp., 386–
387 (prayer toMuḥammad). SeeAnnemarie Schimmel, AndMuhammad IsHisMessenger:
The Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic Piety (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1985), 84–92. In identifying rabbinic literature as theprecursor of prayers toMuḥam-
mad for intercession, Andrae confuses intercessory prayer with the rabbinic notion of the
merit of the ancestors. For Islamic petition to saints for worldly benefits, see Ignaz Goldz-
iher, Muslim Studies, trans. C.R. Barber and S.M. Stern, ed. S.M. Stern, 2 vols. (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1967–1971), 2:282–286.
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4 Religion in the Taḥkemoni

This survey of the chapters of the Taḥkemoni devoted to religion permit us to
make the following generalizations:
1. Given the seriousness of the book’s opening and the chapters on religion

discussed here, we have tomodify our view of the book as awork of enter-
tainment in which religious exhortations are delivered tongue in cheek.
Nor is it adequate to regard the bookmerely as a riposte to Arabic/Islamic
claims to linguistic and literary superiority. The Taḥkemoni makes this
claim, but it also makes a claim to be religiously edifying.

2. The religion preached by the Taḥkemoni as a book and by Ḥever as its
protagonist is a mix of philosophical, Islamic, and Jewish elements. The
philosophical element is dominant in a number of episodes, especially
the introduction and “Soul vs. Body.” The Jewish element most strongly
emphasized is the Hebrew language, with ritual coming up only in “Can-
tor” and the legal system only in “Sects.” Messianic motifs appear spo-
radically but are not a main focus of any episode except “Astrologer”
(24/22), which is not dealt with here.23 Religious elements derived from
Islam range from imagery and rhetorical style in the preaching episodes
to specific religious themes such as the face of God, the practice of ziyāra,
and notions about Moses that derive from the Islamic veneration of
Muḥammad. This openness to Islamic elements is surprising in a work
that professes to be a vindication of Jewish culture, as represented by
the Hebrew language, against Islamic culture, as represented by Ara-
bic and its parade achievement in al-Ḥarīzī’s time, the maqāmāt of al-
Ḥarīrī.

3. ḤeverHaqeini is only occasionally a trickster. He is always amaster of lan-
guage, sometimes an itinerant entertainer who makes his living with his

23 I have not included a discussion of this fascinating episode here because my purpose
in this paper is to survey the representation of religion only in those episodes of the
Taḥkemoni that are clearly focused on religious topics, whereas the outstanding feature
of “Astrologer” is its narrative of the encounter between a group of Jewish youths and
a Muslim astrologer. The messianic motif is a secret, the unraveling of which motivates
the narrative, but it is not itself the subject of the chapter. Both the honoree of this
Festschrift and I have published studies of this chapter. See Ross Brann, “The Silence of
the Jews: Judah al-Ḥarīzī’s Picaresque Tale of the Muslim Astrologer,” in his Power in the
Portrayal: Representations of Jews and Muslims in Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century Islamic
Spain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 140–159; and Scheindlin, “Al-Harizi’s
Astrologer: A Document of Jewish-Muslim Relations,” Studies in Muslim-Jewish Relations
1 (1993): 165–175.
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tongue, and sometimes—more often than a trickster, and often enough
to demand our attention—a revered religious teacher.

4. Ḥever sometimes even serves as a champion of rabbinic orthodoxy, as in
“Cantor” and “Sects.” He speaks as a Jewish loyalist in “Astrologer,” “Ezra
and Ezekiel,” and, in passing, in many other passages in the work. There
is no need to view this traditionalism as being in conflict with the reli-
gious cosmopolitanism of the second point, for the Taḥkemoni is not a
work of philosophy that purports to lay out a unified intellectual system.
Ḥever often boasts of his varied personae, and this feature of his char-
acter must reflect the varied intellectual commitments of al-Ḥarīzī him-
self and of his audience, the cultured Jewish elite of the Arabic-speaking
world.

This paper has dealt only with the chapters of the Taḥkemoni that are overtly
concerned with religion, not touching on the many religious motifs that come
up casually in the course of this ample book. I hope at least to have demon-
strated that al-Ḥarīzī’s original maqāma collection is far from the spirit of
transgression and cynicism that is usually thought to be characteristic of the
maqāma; that Ḥever Haqeini, for all his varied transformations, does not at
all resemble al-Ḥarīrī’s Abū Zayd; and that although al-Ḥarīzī gives al-Ḥarīrī’s
maqāmāt a central role in his account of the origin of the Taḥkemoni, his own
work is of a rather different character. His intentions are still not completely
clear, but they will never be understood if we do not give more attention to the
sincere, though complex and sometimes contradictory, religious ideas that he
treated at such length and with such originality.
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chapter 14

Well-Ordered Growth: Meanings and Aesthetics of
the AlmohadMosque of Seville

Jessica Renee Streit

In 1172, four years after being declared caliph of the Almohad empire, Abū
Yaʿqūb Yūsuf ibn ʿAbd al-Muʾmin (d. 1184) summoned a team of architects, arti-
sans, and laborers to the city of Seville. Before becoming caliph, AbūYaʿqūbhad
governed Seville from 1157 to 1163, and he now intended to adorn the city with
the palaces and public infrastructure that would befit its status as the empire’s
Iberian capital. He also intended to give it a new Friday mosque, whose enor-
mous dimensions of 100 by 150 meters would rival those of the Great Mosque
of Córdoba.Work proceeded quickly for a building of this size, andmost of the
prayer hall was finished by 1176. In 1184, AbūYaʿqūbYūsuf ordered the construc-
tion of the mosque’s minaret, a project that his son and successor, Abū Yūsuf
Yaʿqūb ibn Yūsuf ibn ʿAbd al-Muʾmin, known by the regnal name al-Manṣūr
(d. 1199), would complete. In a dramatic ceremony typical of al-Manṣūr’s court,
a large cloth covering the minaret’s apex was whisked away on March 19, 1198,
revealing a finial of four massive, gold-plated spheres. Themajor chronicler for
this period, Abū Marwān ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Muḥammad ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt al-
Bājjī (d. 1198), describes the finished building as “the most astonishing thing
that had ever been seen or heard of.”1
Due in part to its continued civic importance, the Mosque of Seville has

enjoyed significant scholarly attention.2 With one exception, though, these

1 ʿAbd al-Malik ibnMuḥammad ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt, Taʾrīkh al-mann bi-l-imāma ʿala-l-mustaḍʿa-
fīn bi-an jaʿalahumAllāh aʾimmawa jaʿalahum al-wārithīn, ed. ʿAbd al-Hādī al-Tāzī (Baghdad:
Dār al-Ḥurriyya li-l-Tibāʿa, 1979), 510. As an official chronicler and direct contemporary of the
events he describes, Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt will be the principal primary historical source for this
article. I give his chronology for the building, which I will discuss further below.

2 For detailed descriptions of the restoration efforts dedicated to the mosque’s patio, see the
essays in Alfonso Jiménez Martin, ed., Magna Hispalensis (I): Recuperación de la aljama
almohade (Seville: Aula Hernán Ruiz: Cabildo Metropolitano, 2002). On the urbanization of
Almohad Seville, see: Magdalena Valor Piechotta and Ahmed Tahiri, eds., Sevilla almohade
(Seville: Universidad de Sevilla, Junta de Andalucía, 1999); Magdalena Valor Piechotta, Sevilla
almohade (Málaga: Editorial Sarriá, 2008); and Magdalena Valor Piechotta andMiguel Ángel
Tabales Rodríguez, “Urbanismo y arquitectura almohades en Sevilla. Caracteres y especifici-
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studies focus on construction history and archeology, rather than on the
mosque’s ornament.3 This approach is partially due to the building’s state of
preservation: in 1248, it was consecrated as a cathedral, undergoing massive
alterations in the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries as a result. Accordingly,
the first section of this essay reconstructs the building’s original appearance as
muchas available sources—including extant construction, archeological infor-
mation, and contemporaneous descriptions—permit.4 As its twelfth-century
appearance takes shape, I will compare the Mosque of Seville to Marrakesh’s
Kutubiyya Mosque (prayer hall c. 1158, minaret as late as 1199), an earlier prod-
uct of Almohad caliphal patronage that, like the Mosque of Seville, is located
in an imperial capital. Unlike the Kutubiyya, though, the Mosque of Seville
was a relatively ornate space, characterized by a more naturalistic depiction
of vegetal forms and a more systemized ornamental program. Thus, the cen-
tral questions of this study are:Why does this change happen, and why does it
happen in Seville?
In partial answer, the second section of this paper forges a connection

between themosque’s ornament and thewrittenworks of two of the building’s
contemporaries: Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ibn Ṭufayl al-Qaysī
(d. 1185) and Abū al-WalīdMuḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibnMuḥammad ibn Rushd,
al-Ḥafīd (d. 1198). Both philosophers led active public lives marked by a close
relationship to the Almohad caliphs, serving as advisers, physicians, andmem-
bers of the ṭalaba al-ḥadar (an elite group of Almohad religious scholars that
formed part of the caliph’s entourage).5 Both men also wedded philosophy

dad,” in LosAlmohades: Problemas y Perspectivas, ed. Patrice Cressier,Maribel Fierro, and Luís
Molina, 2 vols. (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 2005), 1:189–222.

3 Tomy knowledge, only Juan Clemente Rodríguez Estévez, in El alminar de Isbiliya: la Giralda
en sus orígenes (1184–1198) (Seville: Ayuntamiento de Sevilla, Área de Cultura, 1998) attempts
an interpretation of the building’s ornament. Limited space prohibits me from evaluating
his argument here; the interested reader can consult Jessica Renee Streit, “Monumental Aus-
terity: The Meanings and Aesthetic Development of Almohad Friday Mosques” (PhD diss.,
Cornell University, 2013), 67–70.

4 Part of my purpose is to provide an English-language description of the building to comple-
ment those published in Spanish. The most recent and complete is Alfonso Jiménez Martín,
“Notas sobre la mezquita mayor de la Sevilla almohade,” Artigrama 22 (2007): 131–158. For
a virtual “tour” focusing on the building’s structure, see La Mezquita almohade de Sevilla y
su conversión en Catedral, DVD, directed by Antonio Almagro Gorbea (Granada: Escuela de
Estudios Árabes, CSIC, 2009).

5 The debate over whether the Almohad caliphs were philosophers or the extent to which
they understood philosophy as a discipline lies outside this study’s scope. See Miquel For-
cada, “Síntesis y contexto de las ciencias de los antiguos en época almohade,” in Cressier,
Fierro, andMolina, Los almohades: Problemas y perspectivas, 2:1091–1135, and Sarah Stroumsa,
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to religion through the belief that humankind can infer the existence of God
from the observation of the natural world. For Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd, this
deduction is possible because all humanbeings are endowedwith a basic ratio-
nal capacity and the world itself is an intrinsically rational place. I will argue
that the Mosque of Seville develops these same themes: its prolific naturalistic
ornament provided an opportunity to contemplate a representation of God’s
creation, while the structured ornament in its minaret aligns with the idea of a
rationally ordered universe.
In doing so, I follow the important methodological models offered by schol-

ars like Gülru Necipoğlu, Yasser Tabbaa, and Cynthia Robinson, who also read
contemporary texts alongside architectural ornament in order to gain insights
into the social, historical and religious contexts to which a building belongs.6
But before offering an analysis of building or text, I must first clarify their dat-
ing, dissemination, and relationship. Ibn Ṭufayl’s only surviving work is the
narrative Risālat Ḥayy ibnYaqẓān fī asrār al-ḥikma al-mashriqiyya (The treatise
of Ḥayy ibnYaqẓān concerning the secrets of Easternwisdom; hereafter Risālat
Ḥayy).7 It is undated, although the consensus seems to be that he composed it
between 1177 and 1182.8 Risālat Ḥayy was a popular treatise in both al-Andalus
and abroad, leading Conrad to note that it has been “received by the Muslim
public with interest and enthusiasm since its author’s own time.”9
Ibn Rushd wrote his Kitāb Faṣl al-maqāl wa-taqrīr mā bayna al-sharīʿa wa-l-

ḥikma min al-ittiṣāl (Book of the decisive treatise determining the connection
between the lawandwisdom;hereafterDecisiveTreatise) and theKitābal-Kashf
ʿanmanāhij al-adilla fī ʿaqāʾid al-milla (Book of the exposition of religious argu-

“Philosophes almohades? Averroès, Maïmonide et l’ idéologie almohade,” in Cressier, Fierro,
and Molina, Los almohades: Problemas y perspectivas, 2:1137–1162, for two views on this sub-
ject.

6 See Gülru Necipoğlu and Mohammad Al-Asad, The Topkapı Scroll: Geometry and Ornament
in Islamic Architecture: Topkapı PalaceMuseum Library MS H. 1956 (Santa Monica: Getty Cen-
ter for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1995); Cynthia Robinson, In Praise of Song: The
Making of Courtly Culture in Al-Andalus and Provence, 1005–1134A.D. (Leiden: Brill, 2002); and
Yasser Tabbaa, The Transformation of Islamic Art during the Sunni Revival (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 2001) for the seminal studies in this vein.

7 The standard Arabic edition of Risālat Ḥayy isḤayy benYaqdhân: Roman philosophique d’ Ibn
Thofaïl, ed and trans. León Gauthier, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Imprimerie catholique, 1936). I use the
English translation in Lenn Evan Goodman, trans., IbnṬufayl’sḤayy Ibn Yaqzān: A Philosoph-
ical Tale (New York: Twayne, 1972). Goodman gives the corresponding pages in Gauthier’s
edition alongside his translation.

8 Lawrence I. Conrad, “Introduction: TheWorld of Ibn Ṭufayl,” in TheWorld of Ibn Ṭufayl: Inter-
disciplinary Perspectives onḤayy ibnYaqẓān, ed. Lawrence I. Conrad (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 1–37.

9 Conrad, “Introduction,” 3.
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ments; hereafter Exposition) as a two-part series of explicitly religious works.10
Although he dated the Exposition to 1179–1180, Marc Geoffroy has discovered
that it has two Arabic recensions: the earlier forms the basis of all modern edi-
tions, and the later remains unpublished in spite of significant emendations
and additions.11 Although Geoffroy does not postulate a date for the revisions,
he convincingly argues that they were performed by Ibn Rushd himself, and,
since they bring the text more closely in line with official Almohad doctrine,
that they represent state censorship.12 I was unable to consult the second ver-
sion for the preparation of this essay but have used Geoffroy’s summary of the
substantive differences between the two versions to ensure that the passages of
the Exposition that I cite below remained unchanged from one version to the
next.This is significant because if the emendations revealAlmohad censorship,
then the unchanged sections suggest Almohad authorization.
Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt helps to situate these texts within the Mosque of Seville’s

construction history. As mentioned above, the chronicler describes a nearly
completed prayer hall in 1176, but AbūYaʿqūbYūsuf left Seville without inaugu-
rating the building, casting doubt upon the extent to which it was finished.13
There does not seem to have been further work done on the building until
1184, when Abū Yaʿqūb broke ground for the minaret. Although he died shortly
thereafter, his son Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb al-Manṣūr continued the project and also
ordered repairs for the prayer hall.14 This means that much of the building’s
interior predates our texts (although just how much is uncertain), while the
minaret firmly postdates them. So, while I will argue for a clear relationship

10 The Exposition can be consulted in Arabic in Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Al-Kashf ʿan manāhij
al-adilla fī ʿaqāʾid al-milla, aw, Naqd ʿilm al-kalām ḍiddan ʿalā al-tarsīm al-aydiyyūlūjī li-
l-ʿaqīda wa-difāʿan ʿan al-ʿilm wa-ḥurriyyat al-ikhtiyār fī-l-fikr wa-l-fiʿl, ed. Muṣṭafā Ḥanafī
and Muḥammad ʿĀbid al-Jābirī (Beirut: Markaz Dirāsāt al-Waḥda al-ʿArabiyya, 1998), and
in English in Faith and Reason in Islam: Averroes’ Exposition of Religious Arguments, trans.
Ibrahim Najjar (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005). I use the English translation while citing the
corresponding pages in Ḥanafī and Jābirī’s edition. For the Decisive Treatise and the Epis-
tle Dedicatory, see Averroes, The Book of the Decisive Treatise Determining the Connection
between the Law andWisdom and Epistle Dedicatory, trans. Charles E. Butterworth (Provo,
UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2001). This edition includes facing Arabic text.

11 SeeMarcGeoffroy, “IbnRushd et la théologie almohadiste: Une version inconnue duKitāb
al-kašf ʿan manāhiǧ al-adilla dans deux manuscrits d’ Istanbul,”Medioevo 26 (2001): 327–
356; Geoffroy, “À propos de l’almohadisme d’Averroès: L’Anthropomorphisme (tağsīm)
dans la seconde version du Kitāb al-kašf ʿan manāhiǧ al-adilla,” in Cressier, Fierro, and
Molina, Los almohades: Problemas y perspectivas, 2:853–894.

12 Geoffroy, “À propos de l’almohadisme d’Averroès,” 879.
13 IbnṢāḥib al-Ṣalāt,Taʾrīkhal-mann, 514. See also JiménezMartín, “Notas sobre lamezquita,”

132–133.
14 Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt, Taʾrīkh al-mann, 516–521.
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between the aforementioned philosophical works and the Mosque of Seville’s
ornament, I will not characterize the latter as a simple “translation” of textual
language to visual idiom. Indeed, while theMosque of Seville’s innovations can
be traced to its twelfth-century Andalusi milieu, much of its aesthetic remains
true to Almohad artistic conventions. Instead, we might characterize both the
texts and themosque as products of an extended exchangeof ideas.They repre-
sent continued efforts of prominentAlmohads towrestlewith a key theological
issue: the question of how the divine might manifest in the mundane.15
In focusing on the Almohad political and intellectual elite, I do not mean

to ignore the Mosque of Seville’s architects and builders. As is often the case,
though, information regarding the latter ismore limited. Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt does
inform us that the caliph brought the best architects and a multitude of spe-
cialized artisans to work on the building, a reasonable assumption for a work
of this scale and importance.16 The chronicler also names Aḥmad ibn Bāṣuh as
the project’s director, who seems to have been aided by an engineer called Al-
Ḥajj Yaʿīsh.17 A different head architect, ʿAlī Ghumārī, served Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb
al-Manṣūr.18 These specialized workers circulated freely across the Straits of
Gibraltar, assisting the Almohad caliphs as needed.19 For example, Al-Ḥajj

15 While I do not think it necessary for the texts to predate the mosque in order for them to
shed interpretive light upon it, the privileged relationship that Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd
enjoyedwith the caliphwould have given themample opportunity to expound the central
ideas in these texts before setting them down in writing. In fact, there is specific evi-
dence that Ibn Rushd discussed religion with the caliph: according to Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt,
he was involved in a heated theological debate with Abū Yaʿqūb and other religious schol-
ars during the Almohad siege of Huete in 1172. Somewhat out of character, the chronicler
criticizes all the parties involved for allowing their discussions to distract them from bat-
tle, which they lost. See Taʾrīkh al-mann, 532–533. Furthermore, Ibn Rushd wrote a short
untitled letter knownas the EpistleDedicatory that prefaces theDecisiveTreatise and Expo-
sition. This text attempts to resolve the knotty theological question of God’s knowledge of
particulars, a topic that—according to the author—he and his unnamed addressee had
alreadydiscussed.AsButterworth argues, the titulature and references toworldly power in
the epistle point toAbūYaʿqūbYūsuf as the intended recipient. SeeCharles E. Butterworth,
“Translator’s Introduction to the Epistle Dedicatory,” in Averroes, Book of the Decisive Trea-
tise, xl–xli.

16 Butterworth, “Translator’s Introduction,” 510.
17 Butterworth, “Translator’s Introduction,” 509. Al-Ḥajj Yaʿīsh ismentioned in LeopoldoTor-

res Balbás, “Arquitectos andaluces de las épocas almorávide y almohade,” Al-Andalus 11
(1946): 216–217. Torres Balbás asserts that Al-Ḥajj Yaʿīsh is responsible for the building’s
automatedmaqṣūra screen.

18 Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt, Taʾrīkh al-mann, 518–520.
19 In addition to the cited examples, Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt notes that the various “experts” came

both from Seville and other places in al-Andalus, as well as from Marrakesh and Fez. See
Taʾrīkh al-mann, 510.
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Yaʿīsh, an Andalusian from Malaga, was in Marrakesh when called to Gibral-
tar to raise fortifications and a palace for Abū Yaʿqūb Yūsuf’s father (Aḥmad
bin Bāṣuh, a Seville native, is also associated with this project).20 On the other
hand, ʿAlī Ghumārī, whose name suggests a North African origin, worked on
the Mosque of Seville’s minaret while making frequent trips to Marrakesh.21
This fluidity impedes efforts to trace individual architects or workshops, which
is further exacerbated by the paucity of information concerning the architects
who worked on other Almohad buildings.
The main obstacle in reconstructing the fruit of these architects’ labors is

the massive, fifteenth-century cathedral standing in the former mosque’s foot-
print.When Seville fell fromAlmohadhands into those of King Ferdinand III of
Castile, the mosque was immediately consecrated as the city’s cathedral. More
gradually, the Castilians made modifications that accommodated both the
Christian liturgy and the elaborate sepulchres of their kings.22 In the fifteenth
century, what remained of the mosque’s prayer hall was entirely replaced. For-
tunately for our purposes, its portal, a few of its walls, its arcaded courtyard,
and its minaret still stand. In the twelfth century, one accessed the Mosque of
Seville either through one of twelve doors distributed on its east andwest sides,
or through the pointed horseshoe arch of the striking south portal (figure 14.1).
Its doors were adorned with hexagonal cartouches containing pious phrases
rendered in an ornamental Kufic script, and Qurʾānic inscriptions embellished
the massive bronze door knockers.23
Pointed horseshoe arcades surround the building’s courtyard, from which

the north and east faces of themosque’sminaret are clearly visible (figure 14.2).
As its ornamental program is the best preserved of the entire building, we shall
pause here to consider it in detail. Standing an imposing 64.5meters (211.6 feet)

20 Torres Balbás, “Arquitectos andaluces,” 216.
21 Torres Balbás, “Arquitectos andaluces,” 218. Ghumāra is the former name of Morocco’s

Jebala region.
22 On the relationship of the crown to the new cathedral, see Teresa Laguna Paúl, “La capilla

de los Reyes de la primitiva Catedral de SantaMaría de Sevilla y las relaciones de la Corona
castellana con el cabildo hispalense en su etapa fundacional (1248–1285),” inMaravillas de
la Españamedieval: Tesoro sagrado y monarquía, ed. Isidro G. Bango Torviso, (León: Junta
de Castilla y León, 2001), 1:239–249. On the royal burial chapel, see JuanCarlos Ruiz Souza,
“Capillas Reales funerarias catedralicias de Castilla y León: Nuevas hipótesis interpretati-
vas de las catedrales de Sevilla, Córdoba y Toledo,” Anuario del Departamento de Historia
y Teoría del Arte 18 (2006): 9–29.

23 QNūr 24:36–37 andQḤijr 15:46–48 adorn the door knockers. SeeMaría AntoniaMartínez
Núñez, “Ideología y Epigrafía Almohades,” in Cressier, Fierro, andMolina, Los almohades:
Problemas y perspectivas, 5–52, see especially 24–25; for the door’s text, see ibid., 14.
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figure 14.1 South Portal, Mosque of Seville
author’s photo
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figure 14.2 Minaret from courtyard, Mosque of Seville
author’s photo
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tall, theGiralda—thenamebywhich the tower is known today—is constructed
almost entirely of brick (figure 14.3).24 Its plan can be described as two hol-
low, square, “concentric” shafts. A rampwinds upward between thewalls of the
inner and outer shafts, granting access first to a series of seven inner chambers
and finally to the tower’s summit. Though it has been masked and altered by
sixteenth-century additions, the highest of these small chambers protrudes up
from the minaret’s outer walls, a typical feature in Almohad minarets that also
appears in the Kutubiyya Mosque (figure 14.4).
The distinctive, ordered nature of the Giralda’s ornamental program—con-

centrated on the tower’s upper two thirds—offer the richest opportunities for
interpretation. Each ornamental panel begins at a different height: the north-
ern face’s bottom register is the lowest of the four, followed in sequence by
the western, southern and eastern bottom registers. This results in a staggered,
sequential appearance that echoes the ramp’s ascent.25 Although each of the
Giralda’s faces receives a slightly different treatment, they all maintain a sim-
ilar composition (figure 14.5). The panels are divided into two registers, each
of which features a central unit flanked by two narrow, symmetrical panels of
sebka (a trellis-likemotif featuring diamond-shaped lozenges) that spring from
two small, blind arches. The central units are also separated into two registers
that contain two identical, recessed windows (the only exception is the lower
window of the lower register of ornament on the tower’s west face, which has
only one window). The windows are framed by a tall alfíz (a rectangular frame
that encases an arch), whose corners were once filled with carved stucco.26
Either a lambrequin or a polylobed arch surrounds the window units, and its
alfíz contains either vegetal ornament or an additional sebka panel.
Although they are unified by their compositions, the ornamental details of

the tower’s four faces differ appreciably. All four sides feature double-layered
sebka in their upper registers, lending them a lighter appearance and a greater
sense of depth. One can think of the layers in terms of a foreground—the net of
sebka closest to the viewer, executed in a higher relief—amiddle ground—the
net of sebka visible through the negative spaces in the foreground, executed in

24 The two exceptions are reused marble columns dating to the tenth century and reused
late antique marble masonry in the tower’s foundation.

25 Rodríguez Estévez, El alminar de Isbiliya, 75–76.
26 See Alfonso Jiménez Martín, “Las yeserías de la Giralda,” Andalucía Islámica 2–3 (1981–

1982): 195–206. Jiménez argues, on the basis of nineteenth-century photographs, that
these included “zoomorphic” figures. After examining the same photographs, I see noth-
ing to suggest that this was the case.
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figure 14.3 Minaret, Mosque of Seville
author’s photo



308 streit

figure 14.4 Minaret, Kutubiyya Mosque, Marrakesh
author’s photo



meanings and aesthetics of the almohad mosque of seville 309

figure 14.5 Detail of east façade, Minaret, Mosque of Seville
image courtesy of Fernando López
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a lower relief—and a background—the flat wall of the minaret (figure 14.5).
Double-layered sebka is also employed in the lower registers of the Giralda’s
southern and eastern sides, but those of the northern and western sides use
single-layered sebka (compare figures 14.5 and 14.6). This pairing creates two
compositional units: the north-west and south-east façades. A strict order can
be observed in the tower’s single-layered sebka: its lines spring directly from
the small lambrequin arches below, and their contours replicate the arches’
undulations with precision (figure 14.6). A similar rigor obtains in the fore-
grounded layer of the double-layered sebka. However, themiddle-ground sebka
departs from this pattern. Having no parent arch, the shapes of their serpen-
tine, organic forms varywidely (compare upper and lower registers, figure 14.6).
The overall visual effect of the minaret’s ornament is one of orderliness

and sophisticated systemization, an effect as present in its structure as it is in
its details, and one unique among Almohad minarets. To begin, the height at
which each side’s ornamental register begins reflects the ascent of the tower’s
ramp, meaning the ornament’s external organization clearly reproduces the
minaret’s internal structure. Furthermore, the division of the Giralda’s four
sides into compositional pairs corresponds to two logical vantage points: one
inside the courtyard, where the north and east facades are clearly visible, and
theother in the adjacentAlmohadpalace,where the southandwest sides could
be seen as a unit.27 The four faces of the tower are unified both by their sym-
metry, with panels of sebka flanking the central column of window openings,
and by the repetition of basic decorative elements, with essentially the entire
program deriving from architectural motifs. Even the sebka’s forms are system-
atized. While they mostly proceed logically from those of their parent arches,
even the varied, exuberant lines of the middle-ground layer are contained.
These latter elements introduce slight deviations from the overall decorative
scheme, thereby adding visual interest. However, they are subordinated to the
tower’s overriding sense of order by virtue of their middle-ground position.
Viewed alongside theKutubiyyaMosque’sminaret, theGiralda’s uniqueness

is unmistakable. Although both towers feature monumental proportions—at
77 and 64.5 meters tall, respectively—and a similar plan, their ornamental
programs differ significantly. Most basically, the Kutubiyya minaret’s surface
is not nearly as ornate as the Giralda’s: the proportion of bare-to-decorated
wall space is higher in the Kutubiyya tower than it is in Seville (compare fig-
ures 14.3 and 14.4). Unlike those of the Giralda, the relative height of Kutubiyya

27 Jiménez Martín, “Las yeserías,” 87–89.



meanings and aesthetics of the almohad mosque of seville 311

figure 14.6 Detail of north façade, Minaret, Mosque of Seville
author’s photo
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minaret’s window openings and ornamental registers do not reflect the inter-
nal ascent of its ramp, as their staggered placement on the lower two-thirds of
the tower is flattened in the upper two registers. The characteristic pairing of
the Giralda’s faces is also absent in the Kutubiyya tower; again with the excep-
tion of the latter’s top registers, each side seems to be conceived independently
of the others. Finally, although the Kutubiyya minaret features some familiar
ornamental forms, such as lambrequin arches, polylobed arches, and several
small panels of sebka, they, too, differ from the Giralda. There is no consistent
compositional strategy for individual motifs, no double-layered sebka, and no
rigorous consistency in the sebka’s forms: for example, in the minaret’s upper-
most chamber polylobed arches generate lambrequin-shaped sebka lozenges.
When compared to the Giralda’s ornate and carefully structured design, the
spare ornament of the Kutubiyya minaret seems almost haphazard.
With these differences in mind, let us continue the tour of the Mosque

of Seville. From the courtyard, one would have entered the mosque’s prayer
hall through a still-extant wide, pointed horseshoe arch. At this point in our
reconstruction, though, we must rely on archeological data and descriptions
of its interior. The Mosque of Seville featured a hypostyle plan with a wide
axial nave. The seventeen naves and thirteen transepts of its prayer hall were
separated by arcades that ran north-south and rested on rectangular piers.28
Although the typologies of their arches is unknown, Almohad oratories gen-
erally utilize pointed horseshoe arches for the bulk of the prayer hall, with
polylobed or lambrequin arches demarcating the qibla transept. As for the
building’s vaulting and ornament, Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt provides the following
description:

The architects exerted themselves for and took a special interest in the
constructionof thedome thatwas raisedabove themiḥrābof themosque,
showing the greatest enthusiasm in the stucco’s workmanship; in the
vaults of the building; and in the woodworking. All these labors were
treated with extreme care.29

After drawing attention to the fine craftsmanship of the stucco, domes, and
wood—the latter likely referring to the ceilings—Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt observes
that themosque’s woodenminbar andmaqṣūra screen were worked in equally

28 Alfonso Jiménez Martín, “Las Mezquitas,” in Valor Piechotta and Tahiri, Sevilla almohade,
100; Jiménez Martín, “Notas sobre la mezquita,” 137–142.

29 Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt, Taʾrīkh al-mann, 513.
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figure 14.7 Larger stucco fragments, Pavilion of Offices, Mosque of Seville

fine measure.30 Taken together, Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt’s descriptions indicate that
themiḥrāb area of the Mosque of Seville was richly ornamented.
Excavations performed in the Pavilion of Offices, an auxiliary group of

administrative buildings abutting the western half of the cathedral’s south-
ern wall, help to confirm Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt’s assertions. In the stratum that
corresponds to the period when the mosque was transformed into a cathe-
dral, excavators uncovered a small cache of polychrome stucco fragments that
they believe to have originated in the mosque’s miḥrāb area (figure 14.7).31
Before moving forward, though, I must address two problems that this recov-
ered material presents. First, the stucco pieces were found on the exterior
side of what would have been the mosque’s interior qibla wall; however, as
Huarte Cambria, Tabales Rodríguez, and Jiménez Sancho observe, the build-

30 Ibn Ṣāḥib al-Ṣalāt, Taʾrīkh al-mann, 514.
31 Miguel Ángel Tabales Rodríguez and Álvaro Jiménez Sancho, “Intervención arqueológica

en el Pabellón de oficinas de la Catedral de Sevilla (1997–1998),” Anuario arqueológico de
Andalucía 3 (2001): 432.
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ing’s thirteen- and fourteenth-century renovators habitually pierced through
thiswall,meaning that stucco from the building’smiḥrāb area could easily have
wound up outside its walls.32 Second, because the excavated area in which the
fragments were found spans only a fraction of the length of the qibla wall, fur-
ther excavations could drastically change our understanding of the Mosque of
Seville’s interior. Having said that, this small set of fragments plus Ibn Ṣāḥib al-
Ṣalāt’s description constitute the best evidence currently available in terms of
reconstructing the prayer hall’s ornamental program.
In her analysis of the stucco, Rosario Huarte Cambria correctly identifies

small sections of architectural forms that suggest both sebka and blind poly-
lobed arches (see figure 14.7, largest fragment).33 Carefully incised vegetal orna-
ment, observable in almost all the recovered stucco pieces, winds its way
through this framework. Huarte Cambria concludes that the recovered mate-
rialwouldhave formedpart of “a large panel of sebka, composedof a succession
of interlaced polylobed arches, into which a complex design of vegetal motifs
was inserted.”34 The pieces’ size aligns with this interpretation: since the line in
the largest stucco fragment traces a diamond-lozenge of sebka, we might dou-
ble its height of around four inches to yield aminimumtotal height of one sebka
unit at eight inches.35 This size lozenge is far more appropriate for covering a
relatively large surface, such as a wall, than for filling a smaller screen, panel,
or ornamental detail.
In spite of its fragmentary state, the stuccopoints to several subtle, but signif-

icant, shifts in the Sevillian Almohad vegetal motifs. First, while the abstracted
and linear forms of the Mosque of Seville’s leaves are consistent with those
of the Kutubiyya Mosque (Compare figures 14.7 and 14.8), their presentation
has changed. In the KutubiyyaMosque, fields of vegetal ornament are inserted
into a single framingmotif, as the two panels located high on itsmiḥrāb faca̧de
exemplify (figure 14.8). In contrast, the Mosque of Seville’s vegetation weaves
through a lattice of trellis-like sebka. This strategy encourages a more mimetic
“reading” of the relationship between architectonic and organic form: trellises

32 Rosario Huarte Cambria, “Fragmentos de yeserías relacionados con la aljama almohade
de Sevilla,” Laboratorio de Arte 14 (2001): 183; Tabales Rodríguez and Jiménez Sancho,
“Intervención arqueológica,” 432. Furthermore, the mosque’s exterior features very little
ornament, making it more likely that this material came from inside the building.

33 Huarte Cambria, “Fragmentos,” 183.
34 Huarte Cambria, “Fragmentos,” 183.
35 Maddeningly, Huarte Cambria does not specify the fragments’ size, only giving a 1:2 ratio

for the print edition of the journal. I calculated the approximate size of the fragments from
the print dimensions.
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figure 14.8 Detail,Miḥrāb façade, Kutubiyya Mosque, Marrakesh
author’s photo

covered with actual Mediterranean climbing plants—jasmine and acanthus
spring tomind—must have gracedmany a Sevillian courtyard garden. Further-
more,whereas earlyAlmohadmosques featured anearlymonochromatic color
scheme (figure 14.9), the Mosque of Seville’s stucco ornament was painted. A
saturated red ochre couples with a mid-tone green to fill the spaces between
white architectonic and vegetal motifs.36 The marked contrast between the
panel’s painted background and the stark white of its sebka and vegetation
pushes the latter toward the viewer, while the earthy hues of the pigments
remain grounded in the natural world.37
The final way that the Mosque of Seville’s vegetal ornament departs from

previous Almohad buildings is its prominence. Of course, Almohad mosques
had always featured some vegetal motifs. Returning to the Kutubiyya as an
example, one finds it on the Almohad-made capitals, on the miḥrāb faca̧de,
and in the five domes of the qibla transept. However, the vegetal forms on the
Kutubiyya’s capitals seem small and insignificant when compared to the mas-
sive volumes of the stark, smooth arcades that they support (figure 14.9).When
the Kutubiyya’s vegetal ornament is concentrated into panels, they are located
either high up on themiḥrāb faca̧de—where only a viewer in the first few bays
of the building’s central nave could have discerned their leaves and blooms—

36 Although unpublished, recent restorations of the Giralda have revealed that it, too, was
painted. See Antonio J.Mora, “LaGiralda era roja,”El País, April 6, 2018. https://elpais.com/
cultura/2018/04/05/actualidad/1522933586290575.html

37 In contemporary domestic architecture, the palette is not always naturalistic. See the
essays in Julio Navarro Palazón, ed. Casas y palacios de al-Andalus. Siglos XII y XIII (Barce-
lona—Madrid: Lunwerg Editores S.A., 1995).

https://elpais.com/cultura/2018/04/05/actualidad/1522933586kern .1em290575.html
https://elpais.com/cultura/2018/04/05/actualidad/1522933586kern .1em290575.html
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figure 14.9 Prayer hall withmiḥrāb façade, Kutubiyya Mosque, Marrakesh
author’s photo

or at the base of a dome, where only someone directly below could have seen
them (figure 14.10). In contrast, vegetation presented in larger panels—as the
Mosque of Seville’s would have been—wasmeant to be seen. Taken as a whole,
the Mosque of Seville presents the viewer with a different experience than
does the Kutubiyya Mosque. It displays more surface decoration, more vegetal
ornament, and—in the Giralda—a more consciously-structured ornamental
program.
Turning now to religious texts of Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd, we will find a

parallel focus on the natural world, which both men believe to be carefully
structured by God. Ibn Ṭufayl’s Risālat Ḥayy is a fictional biography of the
story’s protagonist, Ḥayy binYaqẓān,who lives alone on an island fromhis birth
until he reaches maturity. Most relevant to the present argument are Ḥayy’s
early years, during which he pursues two main activities: the observation of
the natural world, and the discovery of spiritual truths by applying reason to
his observations. In one case, Ḥayy systematically studies of all the physical
things on the island, finding both wondrous variety and an underlying order
that allows him to sort them into categories.38 He also notices that each indi-

38 Some of Ḥayy’s categories include animals, plants, minerals, different kinds of stones,
water, vapor, fire, etc. See Goodman, trans., Ibn Ṭufayl’sḤayy Ibn Yaqzān, 119.
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figure 14.10 Muqarnas dome with vegetal screens at base, Kutubiyya Mosque, Marrakesh
author’s photo

vidual being is in fact made up of distinct parts: the organs of an animal; the
roots, stem, leaves, and flowers of a plant. Upon further reflection, though,Ḥayy
realizes that the all of the composite parts of each existing thing obey a single
directive; for example, an animal’s organs exist in order that it might continue
living. Ḥayy identifies this single directive as the soul.39 Expanding the scope
of his study, Ḥayy considers all the discrete elements contained in the heavens
and the world—as well as the very heavens and earth themselves—in which
he finds similar variety. Once again, though, after careful thought he becomes
convinced that all existing things form a part of a single, coherent universe. He
thendeduces that this singular existencemust also have a single creator: God.40
After this epiphany, Ḥayy sees the world as the product of a divine creator, and
he marvels at the signs of the creator’s wisdom.41
Ibn Rushd encourages Muslims to prove God’s existence in much the same

way that Ḥayy does: by observing creation and exercising reason. In the Exposi-
tion, for instance, he calls the faithful to notice how perfectly suited the earth is

39 Goodman, trans., Ibn Ṭufayl’s Ḥayy Ibn Yaqzān, 117, 123–124.
40 Goodman, trans., Ibn Ṭufayl’s Ḥayy Ibn Yaqzān, 130–131.
41 Goodman, trans., Ibn Ṭufayl’s Ḥayy Ibn Yaqzān, 134.
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to humankind’s existence. After givingmany examples, including the phenom-
ena of night and day and the light from the sun and moon, Ibn Rushd declares
that the earth’s inhabitability cannot be coincidence. Instead, a knowing and
willing agent, God, must have designed it purposefully, in a way that benefits
human beings.42 In a second proof, Ibn Rushd states that all existing beings
must have been caused to be, pausing to cite a Qurʾānic passage that chal-
lenges humankind to create a single fly. He then declares that anything that is
created requires a creator.43 Given that human beings—the only earthly crea-
tures endowed with reason—cannot even create a fly, the ultimate inventor
of the observable world must be God.44 These themes continue in the Deci-
sive Treatise. Ibn Rushd opens by defining philosophy as “nothing more than
reflection upon existing things and consideration of them insofar as they are
an indication of the Artisan,” which he bolsters by citing several verses of the
Qurʾān that call on humans to observe and reflect on the world.45 Since, Ibn
Rushd continues, the commandment that humankind observe and study cre-
ation proceeds fromGod, onemust undertake this investigation using the best
possible method, which, he argues, is demonstrative reasoning.46
Before returning to Mosque of Seville, a brief comparison of these texts is

instructive. First, for both Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd, Muslims can arrive at cer-
tain knowledge of God’s existence (the affirmation of which is the most basic
religious requirement of Islam) through observing the natural world. On the
one hand, Ḥayy deduces the existence of the soul and God by investigating
the natural phenomena on his island. On the other, both of Ibn Rushd’s proofs
involve observing the natural world andmaking logical inferences: all creation
is inherently useful; all created things require a creator. Second, as the above
examples also illustrate, study of the natural world must be combined with
reason in order to bear fruit. Ḥayy’s observations first lead him to notice the
multiplicity and variety of existing things; only by thinking through them does
he realize that their characteristics are unified by “a single directive,” the soul.
Ibn Rushd’s Exposition is a bit more abstract, but his simple, unqualified, and
unexplained statement that “all created things require a creator” demonstrates
a basic trust in his audience’s rational faculty.More explicitly, the DecisiveTrea-
tise requires all who would study the natural world to be versed in demonstra-
tive reasoning. Finally, both authors also assume that the world itself functions

42 Averroes, Faith and Reason, 33; al-Kashf, 118.
43 Averroes, Faith and Reason, 34; al-Kashf, 119. The citation is Q Ḥajj 22:73.
44 Averroes, Faith and Reason, 34; al-Kashf, 119.
45 Averroes, Book of the Decisive Treatise, 1–2.
46 Averroes, Book of the Decisive Treatise, 2–3.
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in a rational way. For Ḥayy, the underlying order of the created world allows
him to see unity in its variety, and to eventually know that a single created uni-
verse requires a single creator. For IbnRushd’s reader, a rationally orderedworld
leads to the understanding that it was purposefully designed to sustain human
life.
With the salient features of these texts inmind, I propose that theMosque of

Seville’s vegetal ornament can be understood in part as a visual reformulation
of this intellectual and theological current. The prayer hall’s stucco offers the
viewer a display of highly-visible leaves, winding through a trellis-like frame-
work. In a Ṭufaylian or Rushdian system, this imagery of the natural world
might lead a viewer to contemplate the fruits of God’s creative labors or to
reflect on God’s role as creator. Having said that, the vegetal forms themselves
are not simple illustrations of the verdant imagery that appears in these texts.47
Indeed, the stucco leaves in the mosque of Seville are obviously abstracted:
their precise, wedge-shaped incisions only suggest, and do not reproduce, the
composite parts of Ḥayy’s plants. In the largest stucco fragment reclaimed
from the Mosque of Seville, for example, incisions divide its leftmost portion
into three sections whose shapes merely evoke a central bud and flanking
leaves (figure 14.7). This same stylized representation of plants is found in the
Almohad-made capitals and small vegetal panels in the Kutubiyya Mosque
(compare figures 14.7 and 14.8).
Elsewhere I have argued that early Almohad artistic conventions are char-

acterized by abstract motifs and ornamental restraint, a solution that not only
distanced them from the florid forms and lavish buildings of their predeces-
sors and political rivals, the Almoravids, but also responded to early Almo-
had doctrine. Specifically, I noted that the Almohads’ founder, a preacher,
theologian, and ascetic named Ibn Tūmart (d. 1130), mistrusted the natural
world as a source for understanding divine truth, and that he conceived of
God as an entirely abstracted being, with no similarities to existing things. In

47 While Ibn Rushd refers to creation in more abstract terms, he uses Q ʿAbasa 80:24–33 as
an example of God’s provisions for human beings: “Let Man consider his nourishment.
/ We poured the water abundantly; / Then, We split the earth wide open; / Then caused
the grain to grow therein; / Together with vines green vegetation; / And olives and palm
trees; / And gardens with dense trees, / And fruits and grass, / For your enjoyment and
that of your cattle.” Only the first line appears in themanuscript, but as note 44 of Najjar’s
commentary makes clear, the citation of only āya 24 implies their presence. See Aver-
roes, Faith and Reason, 35. For his part, Ibn Ṭufayl describes how Ḥayy examines the var-
ious species of plants, “observing the likeness of all their members in leaf, branch flower,
and fruit, and all the plant functions.” Goodman, trans., Ibn Ṭufayl’s Ḥayy Ibn Yaqzān,
119.
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the artistic sphere, this led to highly abstracted vegetal forms and an over-
all reduction in the amount of vegetal ornament in religious buildings.48 So,
while the abstracted leaves in the Mosque of Seville are a far cry from the
actual plants that Ḥayy or Ibn Rushd’s audience might have contemplated,
they continue the visual tradition developed in earlier Almohad buildings. At
the same time, their polychromy and prominence constitute a departure from
early Almohad austerity, one that—I would argue—acknowledges a Ṭufaylian
or Rushdian formulation of the relationship between the natural and divine
worlds.
Of course, simply observing creation is not enough for either of these

authors. Even in a divinely ordered universe, both Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd
require their subjects to exercise reason on, or to think through, the impli-
cations of what they observe. Focusing on Risālat Ḥayy, Dominique Urvoy
explores this idea in a way that has important implications for this study. One
of his first observations brings us back to Ibn Tūmart, the Almohads’ founder.
Urvoy notes that Ibn Tūmart’s doctrine assumes that a believer does not need
the natural world in order to arrive at certain knowledge that God exists, an
idea that dovetails with IbnTūmart’s assertion—already encountered above—
that God is absolutely unlike any created being.49 According to Urvoy, Risālat
Ḥayy reconciles Ibn Tūmart’s abstracted, cerebral conception of God with Ibn
Ṭufayl’s outlook, which is rooted in Aristotelian empiricism.50 Ibn Ṭufayl does
not present this aspect of his tale explicitly, so Urvoy infers it from the text. In
addition to explaining how the natural world serves as a mental stimulus for
Ḥayy—thus wedding the natural world to deductive reasoning and, ultimately,
religious truth—Urvoy also considers Ibn Ṭufayl’s use of language.When Ḥayy
arrives at a reasonable conclusion, Ibn Ṭufayl employs phrases such as “ ‘it
occurred to him …’ (waqaʿa fī nafsihi …) and ‘it became practically certain to
him …’ (kāna yaghlibu ʿalā ẓannihi ghalaba qawiya …).”51 Because the natural
world can provide fodder for philosophical and even metaphysical reflection,

48 Streit, “Monumental Austerity,” 120–129.
49 Dominique Urvoy, “The Rationality of Everyday Life: An Andalusian Tradition? (Apropos

of Ḥayy’s First Experiences),” in Conrad,World of Ibn Ṭufayl, 38–51, see 40–41.
50 In an Andalusi Islamic context, Aristotelian philosophy seems to have begun in earnest

with Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Yaḥyā ibn al-Ṣāʾigh al-Tujībī al-Andalusī al-Saraqusṭī ibn
Bajja (d. 1139). Significantly, though, the search for signs of God’s existence in the created
world extends back into the tenth century with Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd Allāh bin Masarra
al-Jabalī. See Emilio Tornero, “A Report on the Publication of Previously UneditedWorks
by IbnMasarra,” inThe Formation of al-Andalus, Part 2: Language, Religion, Culture and the
Sciences, ed. Maribel Fierro and Julio Samsó (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 133–149.

51 Urvoy, “Rationality of Everyday Life,” 43.
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Urvoy concludes, Ibn Ṭufayl espoused the “idea that everyday experience itself
can be intrinsically rational.”52
This is a familiar idea, but Urvoy goes a step further, suggesting that twelfth-

century Andalusi society shared the philosopher’s conception of the world as
an inherently rational place. To defend this hypothesis, he considers a wide
range of contemporary sources. In one of them, a popular compendium of
recipes, Urvoy notes an underlying organizational principle: by and large, the
author of the recipe collection categorizes the dishes according to main ingre-
dient or preparationmethod. More significantly, the author devotes a full third
of the treatise to dishes for which more than one recipe exists, with an accom-
panying awareness of a given recipe’s evolution. For example, a simple peas-
ant preparation of a vegetable- or semolina-based dish becomes increasingly
expensive and complex—including additional ingredients such as spices, fats,
or meats—when served to higher-class diners or when transferred from a rural
to urban context. Taking the work as a whole, Urvoy sees a systematic presen-
tation of recipes accompanied by logical explanations of their variants in a
decidedly unacademic text: one that was written with grammatical errors and
Andalusi colloquialisms for a literate, but popular audience. In spite of their
differences in register, the author of the cookbook and Ibn Ṭufayl share the
assumption that one might “apprehend rationally the totality of human life,
including its most mundane aspects.”53
Might this idea of an ordered, rational existence have affected artistic pro-

duction aswell? Urvoy seems to think so. In fact, he rather offhandedly remarks
that the “arabesque in the decorative arts” and the Andalusi style of Qurʾān
recitation share the aesthetic principle of a fixed theme embellished with vari-
ations.54 A more specific association might posit that the rigorous structure
of the Mosque of Seville’s minaret constitutes an additional creative product
connected to a society that conceived of the world as an intrinsically rational
place, a theory for which I offer the following support: First, it is worth recall-
ing theGiralda’s principal visual effect of orderliness and structure, achievedby
the conformity of the ornamental program to the internal ascent of the tower’s
ramp, the compositional pairing and unity of its four faces, and the form of the
tower’s most visible sebka, whose shapes replicate those of their parent arches.
Second, although the tower’s ornament conforms to an underlying structure, it
alsomakes room for variety. The effluent, organic formal variety of themiddle-

52 Urvoy, “Rationality of Everyday Life,” 46.
53 Urvoy, “Rationality of Everyday Life,” 47–48.
54 Urvoy, “Rationality of Everyday Life,” 50. As Urvoy makes clear, this style of recitation dif-

fers from that of the eastern Islamic world.
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ground sebka enlivens the tower’s ornamental program without detracting
from its overarching structure (figure 14.5). These phenomena alignwithḤayy’s
discoveryof unity in theuniverse’s infinite variety,with the inclusionandexpla-
nation of different versions of the same recipe in a twelfth-century Andalusian
cookbook, and evenwith the aesthetics of variation present in Andalusi recita-
tions of the Qurʾān. A quick glance at the Kutubiyya minaret’s less structured
programproves useful: only the top register features the compositional or orna-
mental unity of the Giralda, but even that is completely regular, with none of
the deviations or flourishes that animate the Seville tower (figure 14.4).
As this study draws to a close, I would like to return to the questions I posed

at its beginning: Why does the Mosque of Seville’s ornamental program differ
from that of previous Almohad oratories and why does this difference hap-
pen in Seville? In partial answer, I have suggested that the increased presence
and naturalism of the building’s vegetal ornament aligns with contemporary
religious currents, which urge believers to seek signs of God’s existence in the
world that he created. In order to recognize those signs, though, the faithful
must understand the natural world as one governed by divine logic. Like the
Giralda’s structured sebka, the universe functions as a system that—in spite of
its apparent variety—remains fundamentally unified and ordered. As for the
second question, one might begin by invoking Ibn Ṭufayl and Ibn Rushd, and
even the caliph Abū Yaqʿūb Yūsuf as members of an Andalusi intellectual elite.
But I would like tomake one final observation regarding theMosque of Seville’s
audience, with the knowledge that it merits more attention that I am able to
give here.
Once more, a comparison to the Kutubiyya Mosque brings the issue into

focus, this time on the city of Marrakesh. At the end of the eleventh century—
right about the time that Ibn Tūmart was born—the ascendant Almoravid
dynasty foundedMarrakesh as their capital. In 1126, they gave it walls to defend
against the growing threat of IbnTūmart’s Almohads,who took the city anyway,
in 1147. One of the conquerors’ first acts was to close the ornate Almoravid Fri-
day mosque and to found a new oratory—the Kutubiyya—in its place. In 1158,
the Almohad caliph added an additional mosque to the first building (it is this
second Kutubiyya that still stands today). The chronology breaks downwhen it
comes to the Kutubiyya’s minaret, although it is generally understood to have
been finished before 1199. This construction history is significant because we
cannot say with certainty that the Kutubiyyaminaret predates the Giralda (fin-
ished by ʿAlī Ghumārī before 1198). In fact, since we know that ʿAlī Ghumārī
traveled to and fromMarrakesh as heworked in Seville, it is possible—although
in no way demonstrable—that he had some hand in building the Kutubiyya
minaret!



meanings and aesthetics of the almohad mosque of seville 323

What remains certain is that the two buildings feature radically different
ornamental programs. Their audiences differed as well. Because of its location
in the capital city, the Kutubiyya Mosque’s audience likely included, among
others, a wide range of staunch Almohad supporters: from members of the
tribes that filled the ranks of the first Almohad armies, to the cogs in the sub-
stantial Almohad bureaucratic machine, to the religious and political elite.55
The latter must have been well versed in Ibn Tūmart’s doctrine, and all would
have been cognizant of his personal asceticism, both of which contributed
to the Kutubiyya’s austerity and the abstraction of its vegetal forms. With
this in mind, perhaps Marrakesh was less suited to a new, more ornate, more
Almoravid-seeming ornamental aesthetic, especially in the light of the sym-
bolic closing of their former mosque. But Seville was different. Certainly, it
was home to a number of Almohad religious scholars and administrators with
expectations about how an Almohad building ought to look. But it was also
part of a broaderAndalusian culturemade up of Aristotelian philosopherswho
advocated the study of the natural world and cookbook authors who expected
the world to behave rationally. In the Mosque of Seville, then, the Kutubiyya’s
sparse, whitewashed vegetation turns invasive, covering the wall with new
leaves that nevertheless remain true to their Almohad roots.
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chapter 15

ATranslation of Q Luqmān/31

Shawkat M. Toorawa

Alif–Lām–Mīm—verses in a Book full of Wisdom.*
A Guidance for the righteous and the kindly, who pray and give alms,
For whom the Last Day is a certainty—
To them, rightly guided by their Lord, certain Victory!

Others, ignorant and impudent, traffic in Error,
Lead believers off the Path—for this will they cower and suffer.
Dismissive, they say they hear nothing when others intone the Scripture.
Give them good news … good news of their Torture!

But for those who believe and do good, Gardens of Pleasure
To dwell in forever—this is the promise of God, full of Wisdom, full of Power.

It is He who raised Heaven without supports,
Anchored sturdy mountains, scattered animals to all parts,
Sent rain from on high to nourish plants of all sorts.
This is God’s Creation! ShowMe what others have wrought!

The wrongdoers are deluded, in grave Error.

For theWisdomWe gave him, Luqmân was grateful—
Always be grateful to God, you will see it is beneficial.
What need has Almighty God of an ingrate’s denial?—

—My boy, said Luqmān to his son, giving counsel:
Worship God alone!
Ascribing partners to God is grievous and hateful—

We charge people: care for your father
And, for having borne you as a burden, your mother

* For Ross—mensch, muʾmin, qudwah, ghawth in dark hours, gentle counselor—un merecido
homenaje: words from Scripture.
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Nursing you a full year and another.
Be grateful to Me and to them both, and remember:
I am the Journey’s end. There is no other.

If your parents ask you to worship any beside Me, out of ignorance,
Do not obey them, but treat them with benevolence.
Seek those who seek Me and you will see aWay without hindrance.
I shall show each of you your ledger—all return to Me in the Last instance!

—My boy, said Luqmān, if a mustard seed is hidden in a stone
Or anywhere in earth or heaven
God will find it—He is Adroit, Knowing.
My boy, pray, enjoin good, and forbid wrong,
When calamities befall, be strong—
That is prudent and proper.
And do not turn your nose up at another
Nor strut about and stagger:
God has no love for boasters who swagger.
Be unassuming when you go on your way,
And be soft when you have something to say—
For God nothing is worse than a donkey’s bray.

Can you not see that God has placed every single thing
In Heaven and Earth at your service, showered every conceivable blessing?
Still there are those who argue about Him and bicker
With no knowledge, no guidance, no luminous Scripture!
When they are told, Follow God’s Revelation, they say,We far prefer
To follow the ways of our father and forefather.
What? Even if Satan invites them to the blazing Fire!

Those who do Good and entrust their whole being to God
Have grasped a secure handhold—
For God controls everything.
So do not fret over the disbelieving—
They will all return to us and will be told
What it is they did—God knows what they withhold.
We grant them fleeting enjoyment … then grievous torment!

If you ask them who created Earth and Heaven, they will say, God.
Reply, God be praised. But most do not understand—
Everything on Earth and in Heaven comes from God!
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God Praiseworthy, Almighty, has need of no-one!
If the seven seas and seven more were ink, and every tree a pen
God’sWords would not subside—
God is full of Power, full of Wisdom.
He created you as One, and will resurrect you as One—
God hears and sees all, nothing is beyond His ken!
See how He makes Day follow Night,
How He placed the Moon and Sun
On a fixed course for a fixed term
How He knows every single thing you’ve done.

This is because God is Truth, and what they claim is Error.
God is full of Might and Grandeur.
See how the ships sail the seas by God’s favor—
He shows you His wondrous signs,
Signs for the grateful, for those who never waver.
When swells overwhelm them
They pray to God in all sincerity
When we deliver them to land, to safety
Some have less certainty—
But our signs are rejected only
By those who revile and spew blasphemy!

Mankind! Fear God, and dread a Day
When no parent will avail its child
No child its parent avail!
God’s Promise is True, but thisWorld’s temptations
Deceive and assail.
Do not let them!
And do not be led astray by the one who is sure to betray.

God alone knows the Last Hour.
God alone causes rains to shower.
God alone knows the unborn’s gender.
What you earn tomorrow no-one can say,
Nor where you’ll be when you pass away.

It is God’s knowledge that encompasses all!
God’s knowledge that will prevail!
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chapter 16

The Story of the Female JewishWineMerchant: An
Example of Cultural Translation inMedieval
Hebrew Literature

David Torollo

Three men gather in a house to eat and drink.* When they find themselves
completely drunk and out of wine, they decide to go in search of more at the
house of a Jewish female wine merchant. After obtaining the wine, they kill
the woman and kidnap her daughter, who is raped by the men in the house.
The next morning, fearing the girl’s accusatory testimony, they kill her and flee
the town. This story appears in a chapter of Mishle he-ʿarav (The Sayings of the
Arabs), a Hebrew work on ethical and wisdom motifs by an unknown author
who claims to be translating from the Arabic at the beginning of the thirteenth
century in Christian Iberia or Provence. The story appears in chapter 28, enti-
tled “Do not desire toomuch food as a stingyman; and do not be like thosewho
gorge themselves on meat and drink too much wine.” The significance of the
story lies in the fact that it is the only place in theworkwhere the author/trans-
lator depicts a character as a Jew. In this article I take the story of the Jewish
female winemerchant as a witness to the phenomenon of translation that was
developing within the Jewish communities in Christian Iberia and Provence.
I begin with a brief introduction to the use and function of the short stories
in the work Mishle he-ʿarav. After that, I offer the Hebrew transcription of the
story of the Jewish female wine seller and provide the first published English
translation. Then, I examine themotivations that led the author of the work to
stress the religion of the wine seller and the consequences of this fact from a
cultural translationperspective.1 The objective is not to find the source andpar-

* This research was supported by the Shalom Spiegel Institute for Medieval Hebrew Poetry
at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America. The publication is part of a collaborative
project entitled “Legado de Sefarad: La producciónmaterial e intelectual del judaísmo sefardí
bajomedieval: 2ª Parte,” based at the ILC-CSIC and supportedby the SpanishMinistry of Econ-
omy (FFI2015-63700-P).

1 Cultural translation is the practice of translating texts that involves the incorporation of cul-
tural awareness into its methodology. Two notable examples that illustrate the application
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allels of the story but to understand its meaning in a specific cultural context.
Therefore, this article offers my reading of the story as a multilayered text in
which we can see intermingled traces of different cultural traditions: the story
of the hermit Barṣīṣā, the doctrine of martyrdom in Judaism and ḥudūd crimes
in Islamic law.

1 The Use of Short Stories in the Mishle he-ʿarav

The Mishle he-ʿarav, a work written in Hebrew and likely translated from Ara-
bic, consists of fifty chapters on different ethical topics, mainly virtues and
vices. Each chapter introduces wisdom content in various literary forms: prose
(mainly short stories), rhymed prose, poetry, and clusters of biblical quota-
tions. However, each chapter is independent from the others and the only
links between them are the teachings on ethics and wisdom that they try to
convey.
There are twenty-four short stories in the work scattered over several chap-

ters.2 The purpose of each story in theMishle he-ʿarav is to exemplify the bene-
fits of abstaining from a vice or the consequences of not upholding a virtue. In
all, they deal with ten ethical concepts: the vanity of worldly pleasures (three
stories), wisdom (one story), humility (one story), the king’s generosity (two
stories), theworst transgression (one story), forgiveness (two stories), gossiping
(one story), tiresome people (one story), family (eight stories), and repentance
(four stories).

of methodology are Luis M. Girón-Negrón, “How the Go-Between Cut Her Nose: Two Ibero-
Medieval Translations of a Kalilah wa Dimnah Story,” in Under the Influence: Questioning the
Comparative in Medieval Castile, ed. Cynthia Robinson and Leyla Rouhi (Leiden: Brill, 2005),
231–259, and David A. Wacks, “The Cultural Context of the Translation of Calila e Dimna,” in
his Framing Iberia:Maqāmāt andFrametaleNarratives inMedieval Spain (Leiden: Brill, 2007),
86–128.

2 The terminology used by scholars to refer to short literary narratives is vague and variable.
Some of the most commonly used terms to describe this genre include exemplum, mashal,
parable, and fable, to name only a few examples. For the purpose of this article, I use the term
short story, but I discuss the use of these terms in my PhD dissertation; see David Torollo, “El
Mišle he-ʿaraḇ [Los dichos de los árabes] y la tradición sapiencial hebrea (Península Ibérica y
Provenza, s. XII y XIII)” (PhD diss., University of Salamanca, 2014), 135–139. For two other
studies that outline this terminology, see Paloma Gracia and Juan Paredes Núñez, “Hacia
una tipología de las formas breves medievales,” in Tipología de las formas narrativas breves
románicas, ed. Juan Paredes and Paloma Gracia (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1998), 7–
13, and Eli Yassif,TheHebrew Folktale: History, Genre,Meaning, trans. Jacqueline S. Teitelbaum
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 121.
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The fact that short stories work as stand-alone pieces explains why many of
them are included within different textual genres in different languages, such
as Arabic adab works, Hebrew maḥbarot, Spanish literatura de castigos, and
Latin collections of sermons. Indeed, one of the main features of these literary
compositions is their ability to travel from one cultural tradition to another,
undergoing adaptations in the process.3 This phenomenon of the malleabil-
ity of ethical material has also been pointed out by Sadan, who claims that
whenever narrativematerials travel a long way between different cultures, per-
ceptions, or languages, they undergo great change.4
Unlikemaqāmātworks, such as those by al-Hamadhānī or al-Ḥarīrī inArabic

and al-Ḥarīzī in Hebrew, the stories in the Mishle he-ʿarav do not share either
a character or a narrator. The protagonists that appear in the stories are always
anonymous stereotypical characters such as kings, old men, sages, miserable
men seeking advice, and fathers giving counsel to their sons.5 The circum-
stances in which the plots develop vary greatly from story to story, but there
are some common narrative elements that appear frequently: the gathering of
wise men to discuss a particular topic, requests for advice from a sage or an
old man, and the narration of the actions and behavior of sages and folkloric
characters that lived in an idealized past.6
Another striking narrative feature in the stories in thiswork is the dichotomy

between the behavior of the wise man and the behavior of the foolish man.
This dichotomy introduces proper and advisable behavior in contrast with

3 Yassif, Hebrew Folktale, 265.
4 Joseph Sadan, “Jackals’ Discourse: Examining the Hebrew Versions of Kalīla wa-Dimna, Lin-

guistic Factors and Norms of Translation,” in Le répertoire narratif arabe médiéval, transmis-
sion et ouverture: actes de Colloque international (Liège, 15–17 septembre 2005), ed. Frédéric
Bauden, Aboubakr Chraïbi, and Antonella Ghersetti (Geneva: Droz, 2008), 261.

5 For a study on the various stock characters that appear in Hebrew rhymed-prose works writ-
ten in medieval Christian Iberia, see Ángeles Navarro Peiro, “Tipos sociales en la narrativa
hebrea de la España cristiana,” in La sociedad medieval a través de la literatura hispanoju-
día: VI Curso de Cultura Hispano-Judía y Sefardí de la Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, ed.
Ricardo Izquierdo and Ángel Sáenz-Badillos (Cuenca: Universidad de Castilla La Mancha,
1998), 257–277. In this study, the author analyzes the function and social role of kings, peas-
ants, merchants, travelers, judges, poets, physicians, astrologers, etc.

6 All these motifs are described by Thompson as “quest accomplished with aid of prophet
(sage, druid)” (H 1233.3.3), “wisdom (knowledge) from sage (teacher)” (J 152), and “wisdom
from old person” (J 151); see Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: A Classifica-
tion of Narrative Elements in Folktales, Ballads, Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, Exempla,
Fabliaux, Jest-books, and Local Legends, 6 vols. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1955–
1958).
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improper and reprehensible conduct: the sage and the fool function as antag-
onists. Thus, the typical sage knows how to seek wisdom in every moment,
values the admonishment of wisemen, prefers the company of other sages and
avoids foolishmen, listens to others anddeliberates thoroughly before replying,
knows how to control his anger, is generous with his wealth, practices moder-
ation in eating and drinking, etc. By contrast, the fool shuns wisdom, does not
listen to others and replies without thinking, is arrogant, is ever ready to repeat
the same sins, cannot abide to be admonished, is selfish and easily angered,
and is naturally inclined to gluttony and drunkenness.7
This article focuses on a story that illustrates the general character of this

collection—a story that is representative of many medieval exemplary tales,
but it also is exceptional. It recounts the gathering of wise men to talk about
the worst transgressions that a man can commit. One of the sages gathered
there tells another story that constitutes the only occasion in this work where
a character—awine seller—is specifically identified. However, the character is
not identified by name, but rather (andmore importantly for shedding light on
the phenomenonof cultural translation) by gender and religion: thewine seller
is a Jewish woman.Why would a character be explicitly depicted as Jewish in a
story in a Hebrew work for a Jewish audience? And why would that character
be female?

2 The Story of the Jewish FemaleWineMerchant

The Hebrew text that follows is taken from my edition of the work Mishle he-
ʿarav. That edition is based onMS 5463 from the Biblioteca Nacional de España
inMadrid.8 The numbers in brackets refer to folio numbers in thatmanuscript.

7 The combination of moral conduct and wisdom is noteworthy: wisdom is a practical matter,
not abstract moral principles or theoretical philosophy but knowledge of how to live well in
the world. This pragmatism is common to medieval exemplary literature in Romance, Latin,
Hebrew, and Arabic.

8 Since the objective of this article is to analyze the story from the perspective of cultural trans-
lation, it does not make sense to include all the manuscript variants of the story. The reader
interested in themanuscript tradition of theMishle he-ʿarav can find detailed information in
David Torollo, “El Mišle he-ʿaraḇ,” 61–94. The critical edition of the story here presented can
be found on pages 277–279.
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242א וינבו,םידיסחהםיכלמהמדחאתיבבםיעודיוםימכחםישנאםלועהתומאימכחמוצבקתה
הבוטךרדאיהוזיאםירענלםכמדחאלכרוכזי”:םימכחלרמאיו,וינפלותיבירוחבוותיבינבו

ךלמהו,ותעדיפלםהמדחאודחאלכרוכזיו.“ויכלהמבליכשיוויכרדבחילציוםדאההבךליש
תודמהראבלםתולככיהיו.“וניבוםכבבלוחתפוםכנזאוטהווניזאהוועמש”:וינבלרמוא

קחרתישהערךרדאיהוזיאםכמדחאודחאלכרוכזי”:םהלרמא,תונובנהתוביתנהותובוטה

רכשוהאיצמיו,םיאורבהןיבבוטםשהנממורמושהוהליחנישהרבעאיהוזיאו,םדאההנממ

ןינבסרוהםדאהםדךפושיכ,םימדתוכיפש”:םהמדחארמאיו.“םימשבשוניבאונארובמבוט

רמאיו.“םודיאלומדוחצרנהתומיו,“ןטקםלוע”םדאהםשםיארוקםימכחהו,םלועבירחמו
,ואיבמוהשאהלעבןרקרבושוהלבנהשועאוהיכa,לעבתלועבהשאםעבכושה”:רחאה
דילומאוהיכדעוb,הזהרבדהןכשפנוחצרווהערלעשיאםוקירשאכו,רפעהתחת,יחאוהו

,בנגה”:רחאהרמאיו.“םדתוכיפשהנהוהנטבירפליפהלתשעתתשתונוזבשיו,רזממןב
ץיקיילואו,ןשיוםדרנתיבהלעבוובעגיאלרשאליחאיצוהלורבחתיבריקברוחבוקייכ

242ב תמרוגהבנגהיכ,דועובונגוחוצרהנהו,ותואתמיודחאהתאדחאה|וכיו,וליחליצהלםוקיו

aבכ,בכ׳בד.bוכ,בכ׳בד.
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[One day] some of the most distinguished sages of all the nations gathered in
the house of a pious king, who—surrounded by his sons and the members of
his household, including the youngest of them—said to the sages: “[I want]
each of you to tell the boys which is the good path a man should walk so he
can succeed in his way of life and in his steps.” Each of them gave his opin-
ion and the king said to his sons: “Listen, pay attention, incline your ears, open
your hearts, and understand.” When the sages were done talking about good
virtues and appropriate paths, [the king] said to them: “[I want] each of you
to explain which is the bad path a man should depart from, and which is the
transgression that will give those who avoid it a good name among men and
will provide them a good reward from our Creator, our Father who is in the
Heavens.” One of them said: “Murder, for he who sheds a man’s blood [is like]
he who demolishes a building and destroys the world: that is why the sages
call man a ‘microcosm,’9 because although the victim dies, his blood does not
remain silent.”10 Another one said: “The man who lies with another man’s wife,11
since he commits a despicable act, smashes the honor of the wife’s husband,
and brings him to death12 while he is still alive, for this case is like that of a
manattackinganotherandmurderinghim.13 Furthermore, [itmayhappen] that
he becomes the father of a bastard child, and there are among female adul-
terers those who purposefully abort the fruit of their womb: here is murder
[too].” Another one said: “The thief, because he will punch a hole in the wall
of his friend’s house to achieve wealth that he did not work for while the land-
lord is sleeping. But it may happen that he wakes up and tries to protect his
wealth and they beat each other up until [eventually] one kills the other; and
here is murder, theft and something else, since the theft causes a false oath.”

9 The idea that man (microcosm) is a personification of the universe (macrocosm) is very
common in medieval philosophy in Christian, Islamic, and Jewish thinking, but it does
not mean that they all use it in the same way. The Mishnah summarizes this idea in trac-
tate Sanhedrin 4:5: “For that reason, men were created singly, to teach you that whoever
destroys a single soul of Israel, Scripture accounts it as if he had destroyed a whole world,
and whoever supports a single soul of Israel, Scripture accounts it as if he had supported
a whole world.” The same idea is expressed in Q Māʾidah 5:32. For Christian versions of
this idea, see Francisco Rico, El pequeño mundo del hombre: Varia fortuna de una idea en
las letras españolas (Madrid: Castalia, 1970).

10 This can be read in relation to Genesis 4:10, when after Cain killed Abel, God says: “What
have you done? Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground!”

11 Deut 22:22. Phrases in italics are biblical allusions within the text.
12 Lit. “under earth.”
13 Deut 22:26.
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ידיהשעמ,רכנלאלהוחתשמאוהיכ,ז״עדבועןלכמהשק”:רחאהרמאיו.“אושתעובש

ןטבמורצויוהשועייחכשיוa,ןוחיריאלוןולכאיאל,ןועמשיאלוןואריאלרשא,ןבאוץעםדא

.“והתיממווהיחמווהסכמווהסנרפמו,םלועהלאואיצומו
ורבדעודמ”:ךלמהולרמאיו.שירחמועמושהיהוb,םימיבאבןקזשיאםימכחהןיבהיהו

ורכזרבכ”:רמאיו.“?שירחמוקתושהתאו,םתניבלעךתניבוםתונשלעךיתונשףיסותרשא
עדויו,םימשאהחלוסבךעיבשא”:ךלמהולרמאיו.“?דועףיסואהמו,תונושמהתורבעה
:שישיהןעיו.“?ךירבחורכזשתחאכהרבעשיה,םימיהתירחאבךלבטיירשאבו,םימולעה
רמאיו,שישיההפלאךלמהםעםלכוטיביו,םימכחהוהמתיו.“!ךינבוניביוךנזאהטה,שיושי”
,םתרכזרשאתורבעהלכתררוגהרבעשי”:רמאיו.“?הלאמתחאלעתפדועהאיההמו”:ול
.“?איההמו”:ולורמאיו.“הידליוהינבתואטחהלכוםאהאיהוםיעשפהלכהשפנלאתפסאמו
,ינזאביתעמשו,ימיביתגשהרשאתאםכלרפסמינאו.יאדמרתויןייהתותש”:םהלרמאיו
,ירבחןיבוינפלדמועיתייהו,ירוענמךיבאיתרשמביתייהיכ,ךלמהינדא,עד.יניעביתיארו

243א םהמדחאתיבבוצבקתה|םיערםישנאהשלשיכולורפסיוריעבםיבבוסהוםירטושהואביו

cהערחורםבאבתוםהמדחאאציו,ןייהםתהלילהאבכיהיו.םויהלכותשיו,תותשלולוכאל
םדיבהיהאלו,ןייתרכומתילארשיריעבהיהו.םתורכשםילשהלוםתואתרומגלdהלכואשאו

.ואצמרשאלכוחקיוותיבלאואביו,ןכשהריקברוחובקיוהלילואציו,הילאאיבהלףסכ

aחכ,ד׳בד.bא,דכ׳רב.cגכ,ט׳ושודי,זטא״ש.d׳וכוו,טכ׳שי.
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Another one said: “Theworst of all is the idolworshipper, sincehe kneels before
a pagan god, aman-made [god] of wood and stone, that cannot see or hear or eat
or smell,14 and he forgets his God, his Maker, the One who created him from
the womb and put him in the world, the One who provides him livelihood, the
One who protects him, the One who gives him life, and the One who causes
him death.”
Among the sages therewas an oldmanadvanced in years15 who had been lis-

tening without speaking. The king asked him: “Why have those whom you are
older andwiser than spoken and youhave remained silentwithout saying [any-
thing]?” [The oldman] answered: “They have alreadymentioned several trans-
gressions, what can I add?” The king said: “I am begging you in the name of the
One who forgives sins, knows concealed things, and is good to you at the end
of the days, is there any other transgression like the ones alreadymentioned by
your friends?”The oldman replied: “Of course there is; incline your ear andmay
your sons understand [well]!”The sageswere astonished andeveryone, the king
included, was staring at the mouth of the old man when the king said: “Which
is the transgression that is worst than any of the aforementioned?” [The old
man] replied: “There is a transgression that triggers all the transgressions that
you have already mentioned, and which in itself combines all the sins, since
it is the mother and all the sins are her children.” They asked: “Which one?”
[The old man] said: “Drinking wine more than enough. I am going to tell you
what I experienced in the days [of my youth], heardwithmy ears, and sawwith
my eyes. Know, my lord the king, that when I was young I served your father,
and [one day] I was with my friends before him when the guards who wander
around the city came in. They told him that three evil men had gathered in
the house of one of them to eat and drink; they had drunk for the whole day,
and when the night arrived the wine was gone. Then, one of them went out
and an evil spirit16 and a consuming fire17 came upon them to finish their lust
and to complete their drunkenness. And it happened that there was in the city
a Jewish female wine seller; but they did not have any money to bring her, so
they went out at night, punched a hole in the neighbor’s wall, broke into his
home, and took all they could find. They left the house and hid the things that

14 Deut 4:28. This verse is usually interpreted by medieval Jewish commentators as an allu-
sion to Christianity.

15 Gen 24:1.
16 1Sam 16:14 and Judg 9:23.
17 Isa 29:6.
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הוארקיו.ןייהתרכומתיבלאםדיבוכילוהרשאהנממוחקיוובנגרשאהבנגהונימטהוואציו
ןייהלאםאהץרתו.דאמדעהפיהרענהו,התבלותואןתתורנהקילדתוםהלחתפתוהמשב

תבהופטחיו,הוקנחיוהילאדיוחלשיוםאהדימאלמדאנהוחקיו,רנהתאתכמותהתבו

אנקתו.ויערםדוקהמעבכשלהילאודיטיוורבחלעשחיםהמדחאלהיהו.םתיבלהוכילויו
.הלילהלכהבוללעתיוהלותבהםעובכשיו.והתימיוונטבבןיכסהםהמדחאעקתיו,םשפנ
דיגתהרענהיכוארייוושערשאורכז,םשארמןייהאציוaורבחתאשיאריכיםרט,ףשנביהיו

דאמךיבאךלמהףוצקיו.וסוניוהוגרהיותרחאההערהףושחתתחאההערהיכוהמארבד

אצומהיהילוליכעבשיוםואצמאלוםיכרדהלאוישרפווישילשאיצויוb.ובהרעבותמחו

םימיתצקמלו.הערהתימותומישדעםייחםהו.םרשבלכהכיתחהכיתחךותחייכםתוא
243ב תורבעהלכתאאיבה|תדכןיאוןייהתותשהנהו.לעבלוחתשיוהמורלאוסניכךלמלדגוה

.“םינינפהוטקלםינבהומוק”:וינבלךלמהרמאיו.“ירבחורכזרשא

aדי,גתור.bבי,א׳סא.
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they had stolen; and from what they had taken, they grabbed what they could
put in their fists and marched toward the wine seller’s house. They called her
by her name; she opened [the door] to them, lit a candle, and gave [the can-
dle] to her daughter, a very beautiful maiden. The mother rushed to get the
wine while her daughter was holding the candle, and then [the men] took the
full wine container from the mother’s hands, attacked and strangled her, and
then they kidnapped the daughter and brought her to their home. Since one
of them belonged to a more eminent family than the others, he tilted his hand
towardher in order to liewith her before his friends.They got jealous andoneof
them stabbed him in the abdomen and killed him. [After this] they laywith the
virgin and raped her the whole night. [And then], early in the morning, before
one person could distinguish another18 andwhen the [effects of the] wine aban-
doned their heads, they remembered what they had done and feared that the
young girl would tell what had happened to her mother and that one wicked-
ness would disclose another, so they killed her and fled. Your father, the king,
was greatly incensed, and his fury burned within him.19 [He ordered] his knights
and riders to search the roads, but they did not find them. [The king] swore
that if he found them, he would cut their bodies into pieces, but they stayed
alive instead of suffering a cruel death. Several days later, the king was told that
they had fled to Rome and knelt before its god.20 And here it is how drinking
wine with no restraint triggers all the transgressions that my friends havemen-
tioned.” The king said to his sons: “My sons! Wake up and gather the pearls.”

18 Ruth 3:14.
19 Esth 1:12.
20 Rome functions as another reference to Christianity, and its god is referred to in the text as

Baʿal, who was the main god of the Phoenicians: this name was used to describe a foreign
god in the medieval Jewish tradition.
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3 Analysis

The aim of the analysis of the story that follows is to interpret its meaning in
the multicultural context of Christian Iberia and Provence at the beginning of
the thirteenth century, the place and time in which Mishle he-ʿarav was writ-
ten. This analysis focuses on four main points: the motif of the concatenation
of transgressions, the doctrine of martyrdom in Judaism, the ḥudūd crimes in
Islamic law, and the depiction of the wine seller as a female Jew.

4 The Concatenation of Transgressions

There are numerous examples of stories showing how one sin leads to another,
which suggests that the plot of this story is not at all new or original. In fact, the
motif of the “three sins of the hermit” sums up very well how a vice may trig-
ger several other vices.21 The story relates how a man proud of his virtue elects
to commit the least of three sins—drunkenness, adultery, and murder—and
before his intoxicationwears off has committed the other two sins.22 According
to Taylor, there aremultiple Eastern parallels that fall into two separate groups:
onewith twocharacters, inwhich twomaidens trick the two fallen angelsHarūt
and Marūt with wine in order to discover the greatest name of God and reach
Paradise,23 and another with one single character, Barṣīṣā.24
The prototypical folkloric example of the concatenation of transgressions

appears in the Arabic legend of Barṣīṣā, which shares several narrative ele-
ments with the story of the Jewish female wine merchant. Although the origin
of the legend of Barṣīṣā is unknown, scholars suggest that it must have existed

21 This is motif J485 (“three sins of the hermit”), identified by Thompson in his Motif-Index
of Folk-Literature.

22 Archer Taylor, “The Three Sins of the Hermit,”Modern Philology 20.1 (1922): 61.
23 This story is mentioned in Q 2:102.
24 Taylor, “Three Sins of theHermit,” 61. In fact, the story appears in awide variety of medieval

collections of exempla in Europe in different languages: Latin, Spanish, old French, Ger-
man, etc. It is not the goal of this article to trace the motif; however, very interestingly,
there is a modified Hebrew version in which a pagan king invites eleven Jewish sages to
his palace and asks them to choose between eating pork, having sexual intercourse with
pagan women, or drinking wine that has been consecrated to idols. Choosing what they
believed to be the less damaging transgression, they drink the wine. Once drunk, they eat
from the table all kind of meat, including pork, and when the meal is over they go to bed,
and because of their intoxication they feel the need of company, committing therefore
the three sins. See Contant Dorville, “Deux légendes rabbiniques,” La Tradition 2 (1888):
273–274.
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before the advent of Islam, for almost all the Arabic versions set the tale among
the Jewish tribes of the Arabian Peninsula.25 In each and every version, Barṣīṣā
commits four sins: rape, murder, taking a false oath, and idolatry.
In the plot of the tale shared bymost of the Arabic versions, Barṣīṣā is a her-

mit who lives on top of a column that he made for himself so he could spend
his days praying and fasting. Three brothers who are going on a long journey
entrust their ailing sister to the hermit. Tempted by Satan, Barṣīṣā rapes the
young woman and she gets pregnant. Fearing that the brothers and the rest of
society will notice what has happened when the woman’s belly begins to grow,
the hermit, again tempted by Satan, decides to kill the young lady and bury
her. When the brothers come back from the journey and ask after their sister,
Barṣīṣā says that she has suffered a natural death and that he has buried her.
Satan lets the brothers know what has really happened and they discover all
the details. Fearing for his life, the hermit is again visited by Satan, who offers to
release him from an imminent death if he worships him.When Barṣīṣā agrees,
Satan disappears while reciting two verses from the Qurʾān (Q 59:16–17).
While the basic narrative pattern is stable, there are many divergences

between the different versions of the tale in what might be called “secondary
aspects,” such as the religious affiliation of the hermit (either Jewish or Chris-
tian), the place where he decides to withdraw, the reason why the three broth-
ers (or sometimes a king) hand their ailing sister (or the king’s daughter) over
to the hermit, her family background, the place where she is buried, and the
different tricks that Satan uses to tempt Barṣīṣā and to let the brothers know
what has really happened.26 How meaningful are these narrative variations?
What can they tell us about the ways in which a “travelling tale” is adapted to
local needs, as it moves through time and space?
To explore the interpretative possibilities of such narrative variations, I

return to theMishle he-ʿarav and discuss one fascinating narrative detail that is

25 Ángel González Palencia, “Precedentes islámicos de la leyenda de Garín,” Al-Andalus 1
(1933): 353; María José Hermosilla, “La leyenda de Barṣīṣā según el ms. 63/2 j,”Al-Qanṭara
9.1 (1988): 132–134. The historian and Qurʾān exegete Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-
Ṭabarī (d. 923CE) gives four different versions of the tale: Tafsīr al-Ṭabarī: Jāmiʿ al-bayān
ʿan taʾwīl āy al-Qurʾān, ed. Maḥmūd Muḥammad Shākir and Aḥmad Muḥammad Shākir,
2nd ed. (Cairo: Maktabat ibn Taymiyyah, 1954), 28:50. Al-Ṭabarī’s version is followed by
other Arabic compilers of popular stories, such as IbnKathīr. See in EI3, s.v. “Barṣīṣā” (Juan
P.Monferrer-Sala). The fact that almost all theArabic versions set the story among the Jew-
ish tribes of the Arabian Peninsula does not mean that the story has a Jewish origin per
se; it would only indicate the antiquity that Arabs grant the story.

26 On the different versions of the legend of Barṣīṣā in Arabic literature, see González Palen-
cia, “Precedentes islámicos de la leyenda de Garín.”
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uniquewithin the largermotif patterndescribedhere.The four sins thatBarṣīṣā
commits (rape,murder, false oath, idolatry) also appear in the tale of the Jewish
female wine merchant. Nevertheless, the author of Mishle he-ʿarav puts theft
on the same level as the rest of the transgressions and considers drinking too
much wine, and not Satan, to be the cause of the concatenation of sins. These
modifications constitute a very interesting clue for uncovering the layers of lit-
erary and cultural traditions in the story if analyzed against the background
of the yehareg ve-ʾal yaʿavor doctrine of the Jewish tradition in the Babylonian
Talmud and against the background of the concept of ḥudūd crimes in Islamic
law or sharīʿa.

5 Yehareg ve-ʾal yaʿavor (“Be Killed but Do Not Transgress”)

The tractate Sanhedrin of the Mishnah deals with the rules of the Sanhedrin
court, the death penalty, and several other criminal matters. The Gemara to
that tractate, in Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 74a, says:

R. Joḥanan said in the name of R. Shimʿon b. Jehotzadaq: They voted and
it was decided in the upper chambers of the house of Nitza in Lydda that
every law in the Torah, if a man is commanded: “Transgress and you will
not be killed,” hemay transgress and not be killed, excepting idolatry, for-
bidden sexual relations, and murder.27

What we have here is the doctrine that distinguishes between cases of piquaḥ
nefesh (yaʿavor ve-ʾal yehareg, “transgress but do not be killed”) and those of
mesirat nefesh (yehareg ve-ʾal yaʿavor, “be killed but do not transgress”). In the
first case, a Jewmust violate anybiblical and rabbinical commandment inorder
to save a human life, since life is the most sacred of God’s gifts. However, there
are three kinds of transgressions that no Jew is allowed to commit under any cir-
cumstances: murder, forbidden sexual relations, and idolatry. Sacrificing one’s
own life in order to avoid committing any of these three transgressions is con-
sidered to be the best example of qiddush ha-shem, or sanctification of God by
dying for him.28

27 b. Sanh. 74a. The translation of the passage is mine.
28 For an interesting study on the phenomenon of qiddush ha-shem within the Jewish com-

munities in Ashkenaz and Sefarad in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, see Avraham
Grossman, “Martyrdom in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries: Between Ashkenaz and
the MuslimWorld” (Hebrew), Peʿamim 75 (1998): 27–46.
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The story of the wine merchant offers a list of six transgressions put in the
mouths of five of “the most distinguished sages of all the nations” (i.e., non-
Jewish sages): murder, forbidden sexual relations, theft, false accusation, idola-
try/apostasy, and drunkenness. Three of the sins committed by Barṣīṣā and the
three sins for which Jewsmust choose death over transgression are included in
this list of six wicked acts. However, how can the rest of the transgressions that
appear in the list be explained?
The fact that the wine seller is identified as a female Jew indicates that her

religious affiliation is likely different from that of the three men who commit
the crimes. They are not Jews, but neither are they Christians: at the end of
the story, the men flee to Rome, where they commit apostasy by worshipping
the God of the city, the Christian God. Therefore, they must be Muslims. If we
accept this hypothesis, amore plausible explanation thatwould explain the list
of sins in the story should be looked for in the Arabic-Muslim tradition.

6 Ḥudūd Crimes

In a context where Islamic law is followed, there are several acts considered to
be crimes against God that every Muslim ruler has the obligation and respon-
sibility to punish: these are known as ḥudūd crimes because they involve vio-
lating a ḥadd, a “boundary” established by God either in the Qurʾān or in the
Sunna. Eachof the schools of jurisprudencediffers as to thedefinition, features,
evidentiary requirements, legal defenses, exonerating conditions, and applica-
ble penalties for these crimes,29 but all of themagree in considering six felonies
to be ḥudūd crimes. These are: apostasy, theft, armed robbery, forbidden sexual
relations, false accusation (mainly of forbidden sexual relations), and intoxica-
tion.30
In the story of the Jewish femalewinemerchant, we find an account of these

six ḥudūd crimes, with the exception of armed robbery and a slight modifica-
tion of that related to false accusation: while the ḥadd crime refers to a false
accusationof sexual immorality, in the story the expression shevuʿat shav (“false
oath”) seems to refer to denying in the name of God something that has been

29 For a detailed study on different crimes and their punishment in the framework of sharīʿa
law, see M. Cherif Bassiouni, “Crimes and the Criminal Process,” Arab Law Quarterly 12.3
(1997). On the ḥudūd crimes, see ibid., 277–282.

30 For the ḥudūd crimes as defined in the Qurʾān, see, for example: Q 5:33 (armed robbery);
Q 5:38 (theft); Q 5:90–91 (intoxication); Q Nahl 16:106 (apostasy); Q Nūr 24:2 (forbidden
sexual relations); Q 24:4 and Q 24:6 (false accusation of forbidden sexual relations).
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done, probably the theft. Curiously, one of the transgressions defined in San-
hedrin 74a that also appears in the story of the wine seller but that is not a
ḥadd crime is murder, considered by Islamic law to be a crime against personal
integrity and not a crime against God.
It is likely therefore that the original Arabic story consisted of a gradation of

theḥudūd crimes (intoxication, apostasy, forbidden sexual relations, theft, false
accusation), in which murder was not included because it is not a ḥadd crime.
However, it does appear in the Hebrew version of the story. It might be that
the Hebrew translator, having themesirat ha-nefesh doctrine in mind, decided
to include murder in the first sage’s speech. This Jewish touch fulfills the need
to Judaize the Hebrew version by linking murder with the ideas about micro-
cosm/macrocosm in Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 and with Abel’s blood crying out
to God in Genesis 4:10.

7 The Jewish FemaleWineMerchant

Returning to our story, wemust not forget that this version is written inHebrew
for a Jewish audience. In order for themessage to be useful from an ethical and
moral point of view, the identity both of the perpetrators of the crime and the
victims is crucial. Itmight appear to bemore effective if the three evilmenwere
Jews and served as a “negative example” of Jewish conduct. But this is not the
case: their faith is unclear; they appear to be Muslim, but then they seem to
convert to Christianity. In any case, they are Judaism’s “others.” The victims, on
the other hand, are Jewishwomen. As I shall argue, this distribution along faith
and gender lines raises interesting questions about the boundaries of moral
and religious identities.
The Mishle he-ʿarav is a work written in Hebrew in the first half of the

thirteenth century in Christian Iberia or Provence. The author claims in the
introduction to be translating from Arabic. It is likely, then, that the story was
contained in one or several Arabic works that the Hebrew author had in front
of him while translating or compiling his own work. Jewish translators into
Hebrew felt the need to Judaize the texts they were translating to make for-
eign cultural or religious elements more familiar to the new Jewish audience.31
For Muslims, it would be logical for the wine seller to be Jewish: a Muslim is

31 There are several methods for Judaizing a text in order for it to be accepted by a Jewish
audience. The usual ones are the modification of the plot and the structure of the stories
tomake the content lookmore Jewish than it really is, the inclusion of biblical quotations
(shibbutz style), and the use of biblical characters and contexts that are familiar to the
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allowed neither to drink wine nor to sell it, so a Jewish wine seller would solve
the dilemma.32 But for a Jewish audience, the significance changes: not only is
wine permitted, but it is an integral part of many Jewish celebrations. Hence,
the narrative detail can pass unchanged into the Hebrew. It does not have to be
“Judaized” (in the way scholars have commonly argued) because the context
Judaizes it already. Meaning is context dependent; as the context of reception
changes, so does the significance of particular narrative components.
TheHebrew story introduces a non-Jewish king who gathers a group of non-

Jewish sages so they can discuss the worst transgressions that men should
avoid. Four of the sagesmentionmurder, forbidden sexual relations, theft (with
a false oath), and idolatry/apostasy. It is clear that the apostasy is conversion
to Christianity, for the biblical verse that is quoted is Deuteronomy 4:28, usu-
ally associated with Christianity in themedieval exegetical tradition because it
mentions a “man-madegodof woodand stone.”The fifth sage says that drinking
too much wine triggers the other sins and tells the story of the wine merchant.
Since it is originally a non-Jewish sage telling a story for a non-Jewish audience,
it would be unusual for that sage to choose Jews as protagonists of his story.
They therefore must be Muslims who buy wine from a Jewish wine merchant,
a legitimate purveyor of wine in the Islamic world, and who commit apostasy
by converting to Christianity. However, the faith of the three protagonists is not
mentioned, unlike that of the sages (non-Jews, since they are ḥakhmei amot ha-
ʿolam, a specific formula in the Jewish tradition for non-Jewish sages) and that
of the wine seller, who is a Jew. The biblical verse that mentions idol worship-
ping refers unequivocally to Christianity, and this fact would have been noticed
by Jewish readers, who—whether they knew the Muslim religious affiliation

Jewish audience. A more detailed explanation on the Judaization of tales can be found in
Yassif, Hebrew Folktale, 273–282.

32 Q 5:90 and 5:91 forbid Muslims to be involved in any way with alcoholic beverages. At the
same time, in theory, Jews and Christians (females or males) are not allowed to sell wine
toMuslims according to the Pact of ʿUmar, which regulates the relationships between the
three religious communities, by granting protection and some religious freedom to Jews
and Christians in exchange for the payment of a poll tax and the observance of several
rules. However, the clauses of the Pactwere applied differently depending on the time and
place. On the trade of wine between Muslims and Christians, see Adday Hernández, “La
compraventa de vino entre musulmanes y cristianos ḏimmíes a través de textos jurídicos
mālikíes del Occidente islámico medieval,” in The Legal Status of Ḏimmī-s in the Islamic
West (second/eighth-ninth/fifteenth centuries), ed. Maribel Fierro and John Tolan (Turn-
hout: Brepols, 2013), 243–274; on the legal position of Jews in medieval Islam, see Mark
Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1994), 52–74.
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of the three protagonists or not—would have identified with them against the
Christianswhowere cast as “the other” in opposition to bothMuslims and Jews
within the context of the story.33
Furthermore, that the wine seller is a female may suggest a warning for the

Jewish audience, particularly for those who sell wine to members of a religion
that does not allow its followers to drink it and that considers doing so a crime
againstGod.The Jewishwinemerchant, apparently known in town forherbusi-
ness since the three evil men “called her by her name,” also pays the price for
her activity: she is robbed and murdered, and her daughter is raped and mur-
dered too. Might this also be considered a warning against women selling wine
or against women doing business at all?34

Conclusion

On the basis of this analysis of various points where several cultural factors
seem to intermingle in the story, we can conclude that it originates in the Ara-
bic tradition. The Arabic tale would have presented a gradation of the ḥudūd
crimes before a Muslim audience in which the worst of all of them would be
drinking wine, since it causes the rest of the sins.
When the story is translated into Hebrew by the author/translator of Mishle

he-ʿarav, it undergoes several transformations. First, the Jewish identity of the
wine merchant is preserved. The wine seller being male or female would not

33 Grossman claims that Christianity was considered a pagan religion by medieval Jews,
especially because of the Holy Trinity, the statues found in churches and monasteries,
rituals such as processions, etc. In contrast, Islam was seen more favorably, since it was
considered a true monotheistic faith and did not thus really count as apostasy or idol
worshipping. Jews felt that their religion had more in common with Islam than with
Christianity, so the rejection of Christianity was much stronger than that of Islam. See
Grossman, “Martyrdom in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries,” 30–34. This less negative
attitude toward Islam explains why even Maimonides in his Iggeret ha-Shemad (Letter
on Forced Apostasy) did not consider public conversion to Islam in difficult times to be
apostasy. On Jews’ relations with and attitudes toward Christianity and Islam on different
levels, see the comprehensive study in Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross.

34 As stated above, the Pact of ʿUmar did not allow Jews and Christians to trade in wine.
However, the Pact was inconsistently applied and its clauses were only of public interest
in times of social turmoil. This would explainwhy the commercial transaction in the story
takes place at night, by the light of a candle, so the public eye cannot see what is going on
(i.e., that a Jew is selling wine to three Muslims or that three Muslims are buying wine
from a Jew, both actions that are legally forbidden). In addition, we have here another
detail that bridges communities: the association between women, wine, and sin.



the female jewish wine merchant 347

make any difference for a Muslim audience as long as this figure remained a
Jewish “other.” For a Jewish audience, however, the identity of the wine seller
does make a considerable difference: in the Hebrew version, the character
becomes female. This new context alters themeaning of the wine seller’s char-
acter and, as a Jewish woman, she embodies all of the features of the “internal
other.” Furthermore, the depiction of the wine seller as female incites social
criticism of women trading goods, such as wine, with Muslim customers and
therefore acting against the law.
The text is Judaized further through the reorganization of themoral scheme

and the inclusion of murder among the crimes committed. This places mur-
der on a par with the rest of the transgressions that are mentioned, perhaps
because the translator has the yehareg ve-ʾal yaʿavor doctrine inmind. The story
is Judaized in yet anotherway through the inclusion of several biblical verses in
themanner of shibbutz. At least three of themhave beenmeticulously selected,
since they refer to the three great transgressions that a Jew should not commit:
Deuteronomy 22:22 refers to sexual immorality, Deuteronomy 22:26 to murder,
and Deuteronomy 4:28 to apostasy.
Finally,wine is kept in theHebrew story as the trigger of all evil actions.How-

ever, even the quantity of wine is dependent on the cultural setting: since it is
not forbidden in Judaism as it is in Islam, the problem in the Hebrew version
does not reside in drinking wine per se, as it would in an Islamic context, but
in drinking too muchwine.
At face value, the story introduces a Jewish woman selling wine to osten-

sibly Muslim men, who end up stealing the wine, raping her daughter, and
killing both of them. On an ideological level, the story invites, even demands, a
nonliteral reading. The translation of stories from Arabic into Hebrew is useful
and proper since wisdom is a shared good. Cultural exchanges and contacts
are acceptable and even encouraged, but intimacy and interaction between
the faiths is not. In keeping the Jewish character of the wine seller and pre-
senting her as a woman, the Jewish translator of the story reveals a pervasive
anxiety over a loss of identity through the contact of the Jewish woman with
the three Muslim men. The compromising of the communal identity brings
the Jewish woman to her own tragic end. The mother and daughter are vic-
tims, but as women—daughters of Eve—they symbolize temptation and the
crossing of boundaries.35 The tale offers a commentary on the parable collec-

35 For an interesting study on the idolization and demonization of women in medieval
Hebrew literature, see Tova Rosen, Unveiling Eve: Reading Gender in Medieval Hebrew Lit-
erature (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003).
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tion as a whole. The short stories may offer wisdom from the Arabs (they are
“mishle he-ʿarav”) but they are also about them: wisdom, after all, does have its
boundaries.
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