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PROLOGUE

My enduring memory of Cecil Roth is of a spare, angular figure, his expression somewhat quizzical behind dark-framed spectacles, his lips mildly pursed, gazing reflectively from the third-floor balcony of my apartment on Mevoh Yoram Street in Jerusalem. The flat lay in the Kiryat Shmuel quarter, and in the early 1960s it looked out on the United Nations Truce Supervision Headquarters on the demilitarized “Hill of Evil Counsel” between the Arab and Jewish cities. It was a building Roth remembered well in its earlier, mandatory-era incarnation, when it functioned as the British High Commissioner’s Palace. In the 1920s and 1930s, he had been a frequent dinner guest there, and almost ideally in his element as he mingled with prominent figures of both the Zionist and British worlds. He much enjoyed reminiscing on the experience.

Cecil Roth was supremely an amalgam of those blended civilizations. London-born, he had earned his doctorate in general history at Merton College, Oxford, and then wrote and taught almost exclusively in the field of Jewish history. Even within that uniquely prismatic culture, Roth had become enamored early on of the Sephardic heritage. His cascade of scholarly works on the Jews of Spain, Portugal, Italy, and the Ottoman Empire, and their progeny in England, became more than the standard of Sephardic studies; for ensuing generations, it served as the wellspring of Sephardic historiography altogether. As the reading list even for this brief, impressionistic appraisal would suggest, no explorer in the field can yet presume to find his bearings without extensive exposure to Cecil Roth’s magisterial volumes and articles on Sephardica. And surely no other scholarly works on that topic can begin to compare with his in sheer literary felicitousness.

Roth himself was the product of a Central European—Ashkenazic—family, and little in his ancestral tradition prefigured an affinity for the Mediterranean strand in his people’s mosaic. Yet his research was impelled by his temperament. Roth loved life. No theatrical or musical performance, no soirée, festive event, or intimate gathering, was too trivial for his delectation. Like others of his younger friends, I was drawn willy-nilly into the man’s gravitational field. Whether recuperating from a long trip, an arduous writing project of my own, or even an illness, I would not be permitted a moment’s self-commiseration. Cecil and Irene Roth were on the telephone to inform (not ask) me to prepare myself: we were going to attend this or that museum exhibition, so-and-so’s birthday party, or such-and-such’s public celebration. Only long after Roth’s passing in 1970 did it occur to me that he had been drawn to the Sephardic world precisely for its own characteristic joie de vivre, its brilliance of plumage, its genial, accommodating, tolerant affection for life’s pleasures and excesses, even its frailties.

Cecil Roth was a scholar, not a moralizer. Amidst a resurgent ideological zealotry that has tinctured elements of his own people (in common with those of not a few other nations), the vibrant, inquiring, pluralistic civilization that he more than any other scholar reconstructed and immortalized can be allowed to teach its own lessons. Meanwhile, the general reader may yet be intrigued by the achievements and vicissitudes of a protean, if demographically modest, subcommunity. There was a time when that fecund Sephardic leaven determined the cultural physiognomy of the Jewish people in their entirety.

In the preparation of this volume, I have benefited from the guidance and counsel of a number of eminent authorities. Professor M. Mitchell Serels, director of Sephardic Community Programs for Yeshiva University, generously opened out for me an extensive list of contacts overseas. Most of these individuals are cited in the text, but there are others whom I must also mention: For Portugal: Dr. Joshua Ruah and Mr. Solomon Marques, respectively president and former president of the Jewish Federation of Lisbon; Rabbi Avraham Assor of Lisbon’s Sephardic Synagogue; and Mr. Narcisse Arié, also of Lisbon, businessman and distinguished historian of Portuguese Jewry. For Spain: Mr. Simon Hassan, engineer, of Seville; his brother, Mr. Ya’akov Hassan, curator of Judaica at the Arias Montano Institute in Madrid; Mr. Leon Sorenssen, executive director of the Jewish Community Center of Barcelona; and Mr. Alberto Hasson, businessman, of Barcelona.

France: Mr. Maurice Natif, executive director of the Centre Edmond Fleg in Marseilles, and Claude Maman, consistorial rabbi of Bordeaux. In Italy: Rabbi Ernesto Colombo of Turin, and Rabbi Shimon Viterbo of Padua. For Yugoslavia: Dr. Lavoslav Kadelburg of Belgrade, president of the Federation of Jewish Communities of Yugoslavia; and Mr. Zvi Loker and Mr. Ze’ev Doron, historians, both currently in Tel Aviv. For Greece: Mr. Alberto Noar, director of public affairs for the Jewish Federation of Salonika; Mr. Raoul Sasportas of Tel Aviv, president of the Association of Greek Survivors of Concentration Camps in Israel; and Mr. Yitzchak Kerem (Charles Weingarten), scholar, also in Tel Aviv. For Bulgaria: Mr. Josif Levi of Sofia, president of the Central Israelite Religious Council; and Mr. Chaim Asher of Tel Aviv, former president of the Association of Bulgarian Immigrants in Israel. For Turkey: Mr. Tewfik Saracoglu, vice-president of the Quincentennial Foundation, Istanbul.

For the circumstances of contemporary Sephardim in these nations, readers may also wish to glance at an earlier volume of my own, Diaspora (1985). Its prologue lists numerous other resident authorities whose experience and expertise figured meaningfully in the preparation of the present book. Special mention should be made as well of Mr. Michael Grunberger of the Hebraica Division of the Library of Congress, and, at George Washington University, Ms. Tracey Valero of the Gelman Library and Mr. Sarandis Papadopoulos of the history department, for their solicitude in providing me with titles from near and far. By the same token, I extend my warmest thanks to Ms. Helena Koenig and the staff of that estimable Bethesda, Maryland, travel bureau, The Ticket Counter. Their integrity, resourcefulness, and dedication to each mile of my extensive itinerary far exceeded normal commercial considerations.

I am more indebted than I can express here to the distinguished colleagues and friends who perused, corrected, and commented on drafts of my chapters. For Moslem Spain: Professor Emeritus Majid Khadduri of Johns Hopkins University and Professors Dina Khoury and Robert Eisen (who also offered penetrating commentary on the kabbalistic period), both of George Washington University. For Christian Spain and its empire: Professor Angel Alcalá of the City University of New York. For Portugal: Professor Clea Rameh of Georgetown University. For France: Professor R. Emmet Kennedy of George Washington University. For North Africa: Professors Norman Stillman and Yedida Stillman of the State University of New York, Binghamton. For Italy: Professor Claudio Segre of the University of Texas and Professor Tommaso Astarita of Georgetown University. For the Ottoman Empire: Professor Avigdor Levy of Brandeis University, Professor Emeritus Roderic Davison of George Washington University (who also provided incisive commentary on modern Turkey), and Ms. Valya Shapiro of Brookline, Massachusetts. For Ottoman Armenia: Professor Richard Hovannisian of the University of California, Los Angeles, and Dr. Rouben Adalian of the Armenian Assembly of America, Washington, D.C. For Greece: Dr. Michael Matsas of Potomac, Maryland. For the Netherlands: Professor Ernst Presseisen of Temple University and Professor Robert Paul Churchill of George Washington University. For England: Professor Lois Schwoerer of George Washington University, president emeritus of the North American Conference on British Studies. For Yugoslavia: Professor Milan Vego of the United States Naval War College.

For evaluation of the manuscript in its entirety, I am indebted beyond measure to the venerated doyen of Jewish social science, Professor Raphael Patai. Once again, Ms. Jane Garrett and Mr. Melvin Rosenthal of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., and my wife, Eliana, served as the most dedicated of collaborators. Not least of all, my late father, Dr. Abram L. Sachar, offered his own extensive counsel and commentary with a devotion that transcended his last months of grave physical suffering. As in my earlier books, his presence breathes in every page.

Kensington, Maryland
September 23, 1993


A NOTE ABOUT STYLE

Descriptive terms such as converso and limpieza de sangre in Spain become convertido and limpeza de sangue in Portugal. Personal names traditionally are spelled according to local usage: for example, Felipe (rather than Philip) in Spain; João (rather than John) in Portugal; Mehmet (rather than Mohammed) in Turkey. Yet nomenclature occasionally traverses national boundaries, as in the case of the popes of Rome, Emperor Charles V, or Hebrew names more commonly recognized by English-language readers as Isaac, Solomon, Jacob, Moses, and so on. A comparable eclecticism has been applied to place-names.
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CHAPTER I
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UNDER ANDALUSIAN SKIES

The Moor Crosses the Strait

Córdoba meanders somnolently along the banks of the Guadalquivir River. A town of perhaps a quarter-million inhabitants, it is sustained by mercury and bauxite mined in a pine-clad sierra of neighboring mountains, by fruit and vegetables cultivated in an ochred checkerboard of enveloping farmland. We are in Spain’s subtropical meridian, the apex of a triangle formed by Seville, ninety miles to the southwest, and Granada, a hundred miles to the southeast. Although each city in its time once served as the capital of Andalusia, it is Córdoba that best preserves the medieval legacy. Its Mezquita, or Great Mosque, defines that heritage. A Moorish phantasmagoria of striated marble pillars and garnet-and-ivory arches, the mighty edifice was begun by Caliph Abd al-Rachman I in the mid-700s and doubled in size by Caliph Abd al-Mansur I two centuries later. Even now, the Mezquita’s crenellated walls and sculptured arcades overshadow, all but devour, a garish cruciform Renaissance cathedral fecklessly carved out of its viscera by later Christian conquerors.

With sublime impartiality, the Mezquita devours the legacy of its predecessors as well: four hundred years of Roman order and engineering, two hundred more of Visigothic rack and ruin. In administrative chaos by 711, the Iberian Peninsula was easy prey for an onrushing Moslem juggernaut. Then it was that Tariq ibn Ziyad, governor of Tangiers, led a mixed Arab-Berber army across the Strait of Gibraltar to establish Islam’s initial beachhead on the European mainland. In ensuing years, with Western Christendom all but petrified in feudal immobility, the conquerors drew on a limitless hinterland of Arab power in North Africa and the Near East to engraft their Moslem civilization on a latinized population. As the first capital of al-Andalus—Andalusia—Córdoba under the Umayyad dynasty burgeoned into a metropolis of some half-million citizens by the ninth century, a commercial and administrative ganglion of nearly eight hundred mosques, a thousand ritual baths, a university, and a library encompassing four hundred thousand volumes.

It was a city, a realm, that proved uniquely congenial to its Jews. Dispersed in small enclaves throughout the southern and central regions of the peninsula, these Jews of Sepharad (the Hebrew term for Iberia) openly welcomed their new conquerors. Earlier, under the Christian Visigoths, the Sephardim had endured harsh conversionary pressures and intermittent physical abuse. Now they were quite prepared to offer their services to the invading Moors, even to organize their own Jewish militias for battle against the common enemy. It was a useful commitment. From the eighth century onward, ruled by the farsighted Abd al-Rachman and his heirs, the Umayyad Caliphate was preoccupied far less with religious orthodoxy than with economic prosperity. To be sure, the Jewish and Christian populations were to be regarded as dhimmis under Islamic law—that is, as nonheathen but still essentially second-class citizens. As such, they were subjected to discriminatory poll taxes, to residential and vocational restrictions, to social discrimination, even to demeaning badges of personal identification. Nevertheless, for the Jews, Moslem practice tended to eclipse theory. If Western regimes singled out Jews as the lone, stiff-necked infidel minority within reach, Islamic governments by contrast regarded Jews as merely one of several conquered dhimmi peoples, and in no sense the festering irredentist threat represented by the Christians. Indeed, for many years Jews remained by far the smallest of the non-Moslem communities, comprising less than 1 percent of the Iberian population. Sharing with the new conquerors a common Semitic origin, they fitted effortlessly into the ambience of the Arab elite, adopting their rulers’ language, diet, and dress, and much of their folklore.

In consequence, the royal administration learned to trust the Jews. Even as it consigned them to their own residential quarters in Córdoba, Seville, and other captured cities, it ensured that they were decently accommodated—as a rule, within sight and under the protection of the royal palace—and suffered no limitations on their freedom of movement or economic activity. The arrangement was productive enough to attract Jews from other lands. During the eighth and ninth centuries, several thousand Moroccan and Egyptian Jews joined the far larger numbers of Moslem Berbers who migrated to Andalusia. Few were disappointed. In contrast to their circumstances in Christian Europe, where they were limited essentially to mercantile activities, Jews in Spain were allowed a far more diversified socioeconomic base. Some acquired modest plots of land and cultivated orchards and vineyards. Many others became leather-workers, tanners, dyers, jewelers, and silversmiths. To this day, former Jewish neighborhoods in Córdoba, Seville, Zaragoza, Málaga, and other southern Spanish cities bear such names as Plaza of the Tanners, Street of the Dyers, Lane of the Shoemakers, or Alcaicería de los Judíos—“Silk Market of the Jews.”

Above all, the Sephardim were heavyweight merchants. As the diadem of a caliphate that linked the southern Mediterranean world in a network of standardized laws, weights, measures, and currency exchanges, Andalusia offered Jews an arena for commerce unparalleled since the glory days of Rome. Sailing the great Middle Sea, Jewish traders shared amply in the widening traffic. In Andalusia itself, they were the premier importers-exporters of silk, leather, textiles, grain, fruit, spices, and cattle, including the human “cattle” of slaves from the Balkans and western Russia.

Moreover, Islamic rule in Spain offered the Jews still another boon, one no less precious than physical and economic security. This was communal self-government. Through a council of their own notables, Jews assessed and taxed themselves. Their funds were applied both to the government’s collective dhimmi poll taxes and to the Jews’ own social, health, and educational services. The little community also operated under its own Jewish laws, administered its own Jewish courts, enforced its own sentences in its own jails, even occasionally turned over its criminals to the ruling authorities for execution. Although for many years these local Jewish courts depended extensively for their judgments upon responsa—legal opinions—issued by a “geniushood” of revered sages of the Talmud living half a world away in Baghdad, in every other respect Sephardic Jewry by the tenth century had become primus inter pares within the vast dispersion of their people. Numbering perhaps eighty thousand, they were emerging as a comfortable, middle-class population, sharing a collective security of existence all but unimaginable to their harried fellow Jews in Christian Europe.

Chasdai the Prince, Samuel the Exalted

In that same tenth century, even as the caliphate of Córdoba approached its zenith of economic affluence, one Isaac ben Ezra ibn Shaprut, a wealthy Andalusian merchant, moved to the capital city. Isaac’s son, Chasdai, born there in 910, enjoyed every advantage of Jewish, Arabic, and Latin education, and doubtless could have excelled in any of several fields. He chose medicine. Soon, as a practicing physician, the young man began to win a name for himself by successfully applying ancient Greek drugs and treatments. Before long, he was appointed personal physician to Caliph Abd al-Rachman III.

With his refined and ingratiating personality, and his phenomenal linguistic skills, Chasdai over the years transcended his medical role to become the caliph’s trusted personal confidant. In time, he came to function as Abd al-Rachman’s principal adviser and negotiator even on complex political and diplomatic matters. As a mark of special favor, the caliph also turned over to Chasdai management of the department of customs, a concession that soon transformed this first Jewish courtier into a wealthy man. If Abd al-Rachman hesitated to confer the official title of vizier on a non-Moslem, he had a different honor in mind for Chasdai. It was to appoint him official leader of his own Jewish people, and thereby their spokesman to the court. The Jews of Andalusia were stunned. For them, henceforth, Chasdai would be the nasi—the prince—nothing less.

The title bespoke gratitude even more than awe. Chasdai was a river of personal generosity. Highly sensitive to his people’s cultural needs, he dispensed a fortune to acquire Bibles, Talmuds, and books of Hebrew poetry and homiletics from all parts of the Jewish world. He imported a renowned Taranto scholar, Moses ben Chanoch, and lavishly endowed and staffed a talmudic academy for him that in one fell swoop established the Córdoba School, a collegium of scholarship that over the years achieved intellectual parity even with the “geniushood” of Baghdad. Like the broad-spirited Abd al-Rachman, a munificent patron of Islamic culture, the nasi also brought to his own “court” a galaxy of Hebrew philologists, poets, and other literary talents. He subsidized their families, provided them with audiences at his elegant soirées, and published and circulated their writings. By then, too, in his geniality and generosity, Chasdai ibn Shaprut functioned as paradigm as well as patron of his people. Sharing in the rewards of a secure and prosperous land, Andalusian Jews immersed themselves in their region’s motifs and mores. Central among these was an accommodation of religious and cultural traditions to the newly accessible material pleasures and rewards around them. For if the tenth century in its widest ambit signified the onset of the Islamic Renaissance, it heralded no less an emergent “Golden Age” of Spanish Jewry.

Ironically, this plateau of self-assurance and self-indulgence was approached at the moment when its protective mantle, the Umayyad caliphate, was undergoing intermittent political upheavals. Soon, in fact, Moslem Andalusia fractured into a number of smaller and competing principalities. Córdoba became one of these. So did Seville. But it was Granada, under the vigorous new Sinjadja dynasty, that emerged as largest and most durable of the successor realms. Indeed, as early as the original eighth-century Moslem conquest, the city of Granada itself had served as al-Andalus’s eastern administrative center, for it was located between two mountain chains in the luxuriant Vega Valley and thus drew much of its wealth from surrounding gold, silver, copper, and iron mines, and from sugar and cotton plantations. Now, however, as capital of a newly independent kingdom, Granada developed even more impressively in size and affluence.

It had always possessed a sizable Jewish minority, as far back at least as the Visigothic era. But with its newly enhanced mercantile and bureaucratic inducements, Granada during the ninth and tenth centuries attracted still additional numbers of Jews, who swiftly won approbation as a loyal commercial element. By the late 900s, they numbered perhaps six thousand, very nearly equaling the ruling Moslem aristocracy in demographic mass. The Arab historian Achmad al-Razi wrote then that the Moors already were calling the city Gharnatat al-Yahud—Granada of the Jews. Another Arab chronicler observed that “whoever has not seen the splendor of the Jews in Granada, their good fortune and their glory, has never seen true glory, for they were great with wisdom and piety.”

It was in Granada, too, early in the eleventh century, that one Samuel ben Joseph Halevi ibn Nagrela, youngest son of a local textile merchant, acquired a reputation as a precocious student of both Jewish and Arab law and literature, and as a talented calligrapher and stylist in the Arabic language. Soon the youth was taken on as secretary to the local vizier, Abu Abbas al-Arif. When later Abu Abbas was brought to the central Granadan court as minister of the treasury, Samuel accompanied him; and upon the older man’s death six years later, Samuel was appointed his replacement. A vizierate was a signal honor for a Jew. For one thing, it assured Samuel an exponential growth of income as chief tax-collector of the realm. For another, the position gave him direct access to King Badis. So astute was Samuel’s advice on a wide variety of public issues that in 1024, when he was thirty-one, the ruler appointed him grand vizier. If no Jew had ever before achieved such a position, no man ever more competently filled it. Samuel ibn Nagrela soon was adroitly negotiating alliances and counteralliances with neighboring Berber kingdoms, even with Christian kingdoms in the north. A grand vizier’s duties in those days included warfare as well as diplomacy and politics, and Samuel thus was occasionally obliged to lead the Granadan army into battle. He did not shirk the challenge. Indeed, the Jewish diplomat proved a formidable commander. His Moslem officers admiringly described him as a warrior who confronted arrow and sword as if born to the role.

Among his fellow Jews, meanwhile, Samuel was revered as the nagid—the “chief” or “exalted.” As in the case of the nasi, Chasdai ibn Shaprut, the title was more than an honorific. King Badis himself appointed Samuel leader of their al-jama’a, their official community. Among Granadan Jewry, therefore, every lawsuit of more than routine importance was brought directly before Samuel, and he personally issued final judgment according to the precepts and precedents of rabbinical law. In effect, Samuel functioned as chief rabbi of Granada, and he met this responsibility with a breadth of talmudic erudition that could hardly have been surpassed by professional scholars. More remarkable yet, however, were the nagid’s achievements as litterateur, and specifically as Hebrew poet. His output was no mere facile versifying. In style, it was rigorous and polished. Its themes evoked a resonance among the most discriminating readers. Like other Arab and Jewish belletrists in Andalusia, to be sure, Samuel ibn Nagrela wrote of love, friendship, parting, aging, death. But the nagid also developed a motif that was unique in Hebrew poetry. It was the epic of battle, as he himself had experienced it. Except for the Bible, nowhere in Jewish literature can there be found an analogue to the nagid’s commentary on warfare. Its mood shifts from humble piety to naked vengefulness. Thus, surrounded by the hosts of rival Seville, ibn Nagrela offers a heartfelt prayer: “Thou seest that I am in great need, hearken to my plea.… I am sunk in a deep abyss, the waters have reached my head. Stretch out Thy helping hand. Flame burns under my feet.… My tongue is silenced before the great danger, and my lips are closed. But all hearts are open before Thee. Hasten Thou to my help.” The rabbi-warrior’s supplication evidently is answered, for he triumphs, then offers “a great and splendid hymn of praise to a God splendid and great.”

Victorious also in suppressing a local rebellion, ibn Nagrela dispatches the news in a lyrical message, a unique combination of delicacy and vituperation:


Send a carrier pigeon,

Though she cannot speak,

With a tiny letter

Attached to her wings,

Sweetened with saffron water

and perfumed with frankincense.…

“My son, know that

The cursed band of rebels had already fled,

Scattered on the hills

Like chaff from a windswept field.”



And following a savage, decisive victory over the army of ibn Abbas, a neighboring Andalusian potentate, the nagid exults in a gasconade of raw vengeance:


Their strong men lay on the battlefield, puffed up like bellows and pregnant women. All together they lay, slaves and lords, princes and servants together. With their king, the new Agag, they lay all around like dung on the field and were not brought to burial. Only one out of a thousand was saved, like single grapes in an abandoned vineyard.… The slain we left for the jackals, for the leopards and wild boar; their flesh we gave as a gift to the beasts of the field and the birds of heaven.



In 1056, Samuel ibn Nagrela died. It was a moment of abject despair for his people. Moslems passing near al-Qasaba, the Jewish quarter, could hear the wailing lament from thousands of voices, an explosion of grief so heartrending that Arab historians recounted the event generations later. Jewish communities beyond Granada shared in the sorrow. Yet none suspected that an era had closed with the nagid’s passing. Indeed, as a matter of course, Samuel’s son Joseph was appointed to succeed his father both as grand vizier and as nagid, and he filled these roles quite ably. Nevertheless, the young man over the years failed to recapture either the awe or the devotion evoked by his father—and this at a time when Jewish vulnerability was newly exposed.

Resentment of Jewish wealth and eminence was now suppurating in Granada. It was given early expression by Hunayn Abu Ishaq, a popular Moslem poet of the era. Addressing the Sanhadja, a confederation of Andalusian principalities, Abu Ishaq admonished the Granádans in the assembly:


Your [king] has made a mistake

which delights malicious gloaters.

He has chosen an infidel as his secretary when

he could, had he wished, have chosen a Believer.

Through him, the Jews have become great and proud and arrogant—

they, who were among the most abject,

And have gained their desires, and attained the utmost,

and this happened suddenly, before even they realized it.

And how many a worthy Moslem humbly obeys the vilest ape

among these miscreants?



In 1066, Joseph ibn Nagrela displayed a certain tactlessness in opposing his king on a minor political issue. The ruler was not pleased. Perhaps a hint was dropped. Soon afterward, on December 30, as the vizier proceeded to synagogue on a Sabbath morning, a band of swordsmen waylaid him and his entourage and cut them down. The murders unloosed a wider orgy of violence. Rushing across the Daro River, an infuriated mob of several thousand Berbers and islamized native musta’ribin—former Christians—battered its way into the Jewish quarter. There the rioters set about disemboweling and beheading some fifteen hundred men, women, and children. Hundreds of Jewish shops and homes were looted and destroyed. Several days passed before the violence ebbed.

In ensuing months, the Jewish survivors only gradually ventured out of hiding. Timorously they set about rebuilding their homes and shops, and resuming their normal activities. If no longer intact, their critical mass still remained substantial; at least four thousand Jews resided in Granada as late as the twelfth century. Their economic role also remained preeminent. Nevertheless, in the hinterland, local Berber chieftains bullied and extorted from them. Bystanders jeered them in the streets. In retrospect, the “Black Sabbath” of December 30, 1066 augured a gradual erosion of Jewish fortunes in Andalusia. By the twelfth century, the Jewish “Golden Age” in Moslem Spain would register less in the realm of statecraft, or even of commerce, than in the world of culture.

A Synergy of Civilizations

During these same years of Islamic Renaissance and later political upheaval, both Jews and Arabs managed to produce intellectual elites of surpassing distinction. From the outset, ideas and attitudes cross-fertilized extensively between the two peoples. The Jews were entirely comfortable in Arabic, which had become their spoken vernacular and served them for writing as well, although in Hebrew characters. Yet, ironically, it was the very depth of the Jews’ immersion in Arabic culture that revived their interest in Hebrew as a literary medium. For one thing, major developments in the study of Arabic grammar and usage impelled Jewish scholars to reexamine the structure of their own sacred tongue. The two languages were closely related, after all, and the methods developed by Arab scholars for Arabic studies seemed equally applicable to Hebrew. Thus, as early as the tenth century, the philologists Menachem ibn Saruq, Dunash ibn Labrat, and Judah ben David Hayyuj produced a series of lexicons and grammars that resurrected Hebrew as a contemporary literary vehicle.

A second factor in the new Hebraic sunburst was the historic role of poetry in Jewish tradition. If verse was the single Jewish literary genre for which Hebrew was used exclusively, there were decisive precedents. Hebrew was the language of the piyyut, the Jewish liturgical poem. More important, it was the language of the Bible. So it was that, as Jews acquired the model for a “pure” classical language from an Arabic rendered newly precise in structure and style, and celebrated love, nature, or wine in the Arab style, their lyrics were produced in the language of the Bible. Andalusia coruscated with these Jewish versifiers. In his Thesaurus of Medieval Hebrew Poetry, Israel Davidson lists over three thousand such poets and poetasters writing between the tenth and thirteenth centuries alone.

Today, it requires a leap of the imagination to resurrect the world that inspired their muse. Málaga, on the Costa del Sol, glitters enticingly in Spanish travel brochures. Its suburb of Torremolinos boasts lavish hotels, charming villas, powdery beaches. Málaga itself, however, is a rather shabby town. Its historic old port buildings and museums are peeling, dilapidated, understaffed. Its municipal park, seemingly lush in vegetation, upon closer inspection is bleached and neglected. More dispiriting yet for the visitor is the quest for the statue of Solomon ibn Gabirol. Commissioned by the municipality in 1959, the work has been declared the park’s centerpiece. But even diligent exploration among its faded palm trees and cacti turns up no statue. Interrogation of policemen and benchsitters does not help. Few locals have so much as heard of the man.

Málaga’s claim to Solomon ibn Gabirol is in any case tenuous. He was born there in 1021 but orphaned early and brought to Zaragoza as a child. Relatives provided him with a Jewish education at a local talmudic academy. Yet it was his native curiosity and omnivorous reading that gave him mastery of Arabic culture. From his early youth, literature was ibn Gabirol’s passion, and Hebrew poetry his chosen métier. Indeed, his early success as poet was one of his rare consolations. He was desperately poor, and even more desperately tormented by a skin ailment, a mantle of pus-filled lesions that kept him in pain almost all his life. Ibn Gabirol’s verses often echo that misery: “Sickness has wasted my body”; “I toss on my bed the whole night through, as on thorns and piercing reeds”; “My body is emaciated, a weak fly can carry it away on its wings.” And, invoking his dead mother: “Ah, woe is me that you brought me into the world. How well it would have been had you remained barren.” For ibn Gabirol, then, poetry was more than the expression of a dazzling literary talent. It was emotional therapy in every sense of the word.

It was also the vocation that earned him his bread. Initially, he ate it with affliction, reduced to churning out verses in praise of rich men for their family celebrations. But later, by good fortune, a stipend was provided by Samuel ibn Nagrela, who brought ibn Gabirol to adorn his court and sing his praises. It was a breathing space. Moreover, for the young poet, his years under the nagid’s patronage offered more extensive opportunity to study and adapt Arabic models. Beyond dutiful encomia to his patron, therefore, ibn Gabirol’s stanzas could range from descriptions of radiant sunsets and gently descending nightfalls to occasional excursions into humor, and even satire. Characteristic was his comment on a soirée that ran short of wine:


Old Moses of old caused the waters to flee,

And led all his people dry-shod o’er the sea;

But Moses our host at the precedent frowns,

And us, his poor guests, he unflinchingly drowns

In water, cold water.



But the interludes of playfulness and lyricism were brief. Rivals among Samuel ibn Nagrela’s entourage circulated false rumors of ibn Gabirol’s alleged disloyalty. In the end, the nagid turned against the young poet, cutting off his stipend. Ibn Gabirol accordingly returned to a life of wandering and destitution, of singing for his supper at the homes of arrogant Jewish effendis. His verses, once melancholy, became bitter. “How should I sing,” he protested, “when in our day every simpleton stretches out his hand to the poet’s crown?” In later years, as he moved from one feckless patron to another, always in pain and in need, usually alone, he fantasized a love affair. It was not with a woman—the notion was unimaginable for a man in ibn Gabirol’s condition—but with God. His verse now gained a new depth:


At the dawn I seek Thee,

Rock and refuge tried,

In due service speak thee,

Morn and eventide.…

Pour out thy heart to the Rock,

Pour out thy inmost soul

To the stronghold naught can shock,

As the mornings and evenings roll.…



Isolated from meaningful social relationships, ibn Gabirol gradually transformed—sublimated—this vision of earthly love into a presumably more enriching mystical religious fervor. Thus it was, in his mid-thirties, and this time writing in Arabic, that the poet composed his single nonpoetic work, The Fountain of Life. Reflecting the neo-Platonism still current in Andalusian intellectual circles, the book envisaged God’s light passing outward through a hierarchy of divine “emanations” and ultimately suffusing all corporeal matter. Taut and precisely reasoned, Fountain is an intriguing philosophical document. In the twelfth century, translated into Latin under the title Fons Vitae, the work profoundly impressed Christian scholastics. William of Auvergne, Albertus Magnus, Bonaventura, and Thomas Aquinas studied Fons Vitae diligently, and Duns Scotus adopted its central argument into his philosophical system. Yet, inasmuch as the essay contained no specific reference to Judaism or Jews, after ibn Gabirol’s death it was erroneously ascribed to an Arab philosopher, “Avicebron.” It was not until the nineteenth century that the German-Jewish scholar Salomon Munk discovered the work’s true origin.

Meanwhile, all but God-intoxicated in his last years, ibn Gabirol wove his adoration into his longest—and arguably his greatest—poem in Hebrew, Keter Malchut (The Royal Crown). Here the author himself traverses the universe beyond all terrestrial limits; surveys the life of man from birth to death; witnesses hosts of angels and demons, saints and sinners; and exults once more in the infinitude of God’s wonders. As in others among his later poems, ibn Gabirol tends somewhat perversely to equate the human soul with the feminine gender, subject to “days of uncleanness.”


But if she hath been defiled,

She shall wander to and fro for a space in wrath and anger,

And all the days of her uncleanness

Shall she dwell vagabond and outcast;

She shall touch no hallowed thing;

And to the sanctuary she shall not come

Till the days of her purification be fulfilled.



All told, ibn Gabirol composed some three hundred religious and secular poems. Much of his religious poetry (with the exception of “The Royal Crown”) has been incorporated into synagogue prayer and ritual, often with its authorship unrecognizable. In the words of his ablest translator, Israel Davidson, ibn Gabirol stands out in the history of Sephardic literature as a kind of tropical lungfish, capable of breathing in both air and water, of moving effortlessly between the sacred and the profane. In 1057, penniless and all but ignored, ibn Gabirol died, in Valencia, at the age of thirty-six.

The Golden Triad Completed

Moses ibn Ezra, born only two years before ibn Gabirol’s death, offers a vivid contrast to his predecessor. For ibn Ezra, sheer love of life brimmed over almost uncontrollably. His father was a prominent merchant of Granada. The son, enjoying the luxury of a broad education and ample leisure, was able from the outset to devote himself almost entirely to poetry. His interests were unabashedly worldly. Indeed, ibn Ezra’s greatest delight lay in celebrating the Andalusian landscape, its fields, vineyards, gardens, and fountains, its food, wine, and women.


Why should I grieve? The purling of the brooks,

The throstle’s song, I hear. On couch of blooms,

More brilliant than the weaving of Persia’s looms,

I lie beneath the myrtle’s shade, and look

On the bright necklace of the turtle dove—

And dream—and dream, ah me, of my lost life!

Dwell beside the beds of roses,

Abide in the shade of the myrtles,

And behold the dew of night upon their leaves,

Like drops of bedellium and tiny pearls.

Beside the flower beds thy lodging make,

Nor hut nor palace for thy dwelling take;

The dove, the throstle, all the woodland choir

Shall sing thee music passing harp or lyre.



The idyll of self-indulgence did not endure beyond early middle age. An indifferent businessman, ibn Ezra suddenly lost the bulk of his inheritance and was reduced to employment as a clerk. The misfortune was compounded when he fell vainly in love with his niece, a passion “strong as death,” as he acknowledged in letters to her. Her father—his brother—forbade the match; it fell under the scriptural ban of incest. When she married another, ibn Ezra was devastated. For nearly two years he could not bring himself to write. It was her death in childbirth that roused him to take up his pen, possibly as an act of self-therapy. He now brought a new depth, even a certain bitterness, to his work. Occasionally a cry of raw indignation surfaced. One of these poems, long since incorporated into the High Holiday liturgy as the “Tochechah,” is a “Reproach” that echoes hauntingly each Yom Kippur eve:


Ye deaf, hear from my lip of awes to be;

Take thought to pierce the world’s deep mystery;

And ye, O blind ones, look—that ye may see!…

Alas, how shall they hear,

That, wilful, stop the ear?

Or how shall ears with the world’s tumult filled,

Heed wisdom’s cry?



Ibn Ezra expired sometime after his eightieth year. “Tochechah” was his final lament.

The third member of Andalusian Jewry’s “golden triad,” Judah Halevi, surpassed ibn Ezra and arguably even ibn Gabirol in poetic genius. Born in Toledo of middle-class parents, Judah Halevi moved as a young man to Moslem Granada in 1095. The city’s affluent and cultivated Jewish population offered a responsive audience for the young man’s early poems. His subsequent verses reflected the genial, companionable mood of his surroundings. Although written in Hebrew, they were songs of wine, friendship, and love in the classical Arab tradition. Yet few of Halevi’s Arab peers quite matched his delicacy of sentiment or the nuance of his language:


Would that after my death unto my ears would come the sound of the golden bells upon your skirts.… From my grave I would ask of your love and your peace.… I ask not my share of time, but only the scarlet thread of your lips and the girdle of your waist.… I cannot hear your voice, but in the secret places of my heart I hear the sound of your footsteps.



Neither could Halevi’s Jewish colleagues match his artistry in weaving biblical allusions even into his love songs:


The sun is on thy face and thou spreadest out the night

Over his radiance with the clouds of thy locks.…

Sun and moon, the Plough and the Pleiades are zealous

To be brothers and sisters of thine;

Men and maidens think, ah! would they were but free

To be thy slaves and thine handmaidens.



In contrast to ibn Gabirol and ibn Ezra, Judah Halevi did not find his ardor unrequited. He married well, the beauteous daughter of a wellborn family. For a while, he lived his dream.

In the early twelfth century, returning to his birthplace, Toledo, to improve his finances, Halevi entered the practice of medicine. His literary creativity did not flag; rather, it was the tenor of his poetry that changed. His beloved wife died in early middle age, as did his closest friend. In ensuing years, Halevi became preoccupied with the fragility of life, the eternity of God:


Lo, sun and moon, these minister for aye;

The laws of day and night cease nevermore;

Given for signs to Jacob’s seed that they

Shall ever be a nation—till these be o’er.

If with His left hand He should thrust away,

Lo! with His right hand He shall draw them nigh.



Eventually, Judah Halevi would compose over three hundred poems of an intensely pietistic nature. Adapted to contemporary Arabic structure and meter, they nevertheless drew their inspiration from Lamentations, the Psalms, the Book of Job. Scores of these poems are incorporated into Jewish religious liturgy to this day.

It was also in the Toledan period that Halevi ventured to outline his commitment to his ancestral religion in a modest Arabic-language volume, The Book of the Khuzari. Taking as its starting-point the historic conversion to Judaism of the Tatar kingdom of the Khazars, the book consists of discussions between the Khazar ruler and four interlocutors: a Moslem, a Christian, a Jew, and a nonreligious scholar. Each of these explains to the king his beliefs and practices. Thus, the Jew insists that Israel, first to be vouchsafed the vision of the one true God, is still the Chosen People, and the Holy Land is still the land of prophecy. “But are you not like a dead body now?” scoffs the king. “Not dead but dangerously ill,” replies the Jew, “and yet with a firm faith that the great miracle will happen.”

The “miracle” Halevi had in mind was his people’s return to Zion. In this respect, the Khuzari may be considered his admonition to the complacent Jews of Granada, Córdoba, Toledo, and other Spanish communities never to forget that their mother, Zion, the bondaged homeland, was crying out for them to return. It was a theme Halevi enmeshed even more persistently and poignantly in his Zionides, a series of laments that opened up a unique proto-Zionist vein in medieval Hebrew literature. The passion for the ravaged Holy Land achieved an almost unbearable intensity in the poet’s single most widely quoted work:


My heart is in the East, and I in the uttermost West.

How can I find savor in food? How shall it be sweet to me?

How shall I render my vows and my bonds, while yet

Zion lieth beneath the fetters of Edom, and I in Arab chains?

A light thing would it seem to me to leave all the good things of Sepharad—

Seeing how precious in mine eyes to behold dust of the desolate sanctuary.



In its numerous transcriptions over the years, this untitled poem eventually was incorporated in the liturgy for Tisha b’Av, the fast day commemorating the destruction of the Temple in ancient Jerusalem. In our own time, a poignant image from another verse of this poem has appeared in an unanticipated context:


To wail for thine affliction, I am like the jackals;

but when I dream

Of the return of thy captivity,

I am a harp for thy songs.



In 1967, the Israeli composer-lyricist Naomi Shemer reinvoked that image—“I am a harp for thy songs”—in a haunting song, “Jerusalem the Golden,” that in effect became the anthem of the Six-Day War.

In 1140, his children grown, Judah Halevi made the decision “to leave all the good things of Sepharad” and depart for his beloved Holy Land. In September of that year he sailed from Tarragona. Four weeks later, after reaching his initial destination of Alexandria, the poet boarded a second vessel, bound for Acre. But two days out of port, the ship encountered a storm and turned back. It was a mishap transformed by Halevi into surely the most indelible epic of the sea ever limned in the Hebrew language, a majestic vision of waves surging like lions, winds crawling like snakes through sails, decks trembling and quaking, sailors groaning, and then an evening calm mercifully descending


… like an Ethiopian woman in raiment of gold

And of blue inset with crystals.

And the stars are confused in the heart of the sea

Like strangers driven out of their homes;

And after their image, in their likeness, they make light

In the sea’s heart, like flames of fire.

The face of the waters and the face of the heavens, the infinity of sea,

The infinity of night, are grown pure, are made clear,

And the sea appeareth as a firmament—

They are two seas bound up together;

And between them is my heart, a third sea,

Lifting up ever anew my waves of praise.



Judah Halevi died in 1141. Had he succeeded in reaching the Holy Land? There is scant evidence that he ever again departed Egypt. Yet romantics have chosen to believe the account offered by the nineteenth-century German poet Heinrich Heine, who fantasized “the fiery pillar of sweet song” meeting his death at the hands of an Arab horseman in Jerusalem.

An Andalusian Lifestyle

For all its political unrest, Moslem Iberia sustained its economic vitality well into the twelfth century. The Jews shared in that affluence. Heavily concentrated in Granada, they earned their livelihoods as brokers and distributors of the region’s sugarcane and cotton; as exporters of marble, gold, silver, iron, and copper; as retail tradesmen, artisans, and physicians. Beyond Granada, Jewish enclaves were still to be found in Cordoba, the focus of the Jews’ original settlement, and in Lucena and Seville. During periods of civil instability, additional thousands of Jews also migrated northward to the Christian kingdoms of Asturias, León, Castile, Navarre, Coimbra. Yet even in the north, Spanish Jews by and large preserved their Arabic language and nomenclature, and remained extensively integrated into the Arab cultural terrain.

Wherever they settled, too, the Jews continued to operate as a state within a state, exercising the widest measure of fiscal and juridical autonomy. For them, within that insular world, it was the synagogue that functioned as the communal omnium-gatherum. There were many hundreds of these, from public synagogues to synagogues erected by guilds of artisans to private synagogues attached to the homes of wealthy families. Córdoba and Granada, each with five or six thousand Jews, maintained at least two dozen synagogues. In Toledo, with barely four thousand Jews, there were eleven. Characteristically, Iberian (and North African) synagogues shared most of the architectural and decorative features of the mosque. Construction was in the shape of a rectangle. The Ark of the Torah, positioned in the center of the sanctuary, was encircled by cushions and mats. Inasmuch as Jews were forbidden to employ human likenesses, the synagogue, like the mosque, was adorned with the carvings of animals and vegetation, with plaster lobes, horseshoe bows, rosettes, and sacred verses filigreed in Hebrew lettering.

Plainly, the synagogue, in common with the mosque and the church, was first and foremost a house of prayer. For all of Andalusia’s material pleasures, worship was a serious concern for its heterogeneity of Arabs, Moors, Jews, Slavs, Visigoths, and Lusitanians. But for Jews as well as for the others, the day of rest was also a convivial delight. Thus, after a Friday-afternoon visit to the neighborhood bathhouse, and its opportunity for gossip with friends, a middle-class Jew attended services on Saturday morning. Upon returning home, he and his family enjoyed an ample Sabbath meal, usually of spiced meat and flatbread, washed down with wine. A siesta followed. Afterward, the home was open to relatives and friends. The family ambience was tradition-bound.

It was sustained, as well, by self-satisfaction. Iberia’s affluent Jews envisaged themselves as the aristocrats of the Diaspora. In its condescension, the assessment evinced at once economic success, superior education, and often a highly cultivated, characteristically Iberian elegance of personal demeanor. Appraising the Jews of Ashkenaz (the Hebrew term for Trans-Pyrenean Europe), a Sephardic intellectual could write:


[The Ashkenazim] eat boiled beef, dipped in vinegar and garlic … and as the fumes … penetrate their minds, they then imagine that by these viands they have achieved an image of the Creator.… They have no fixed ideas except on rutting, eating, and drinking.… Stay clear of them and do not come within their embrace, and … let not your pleasant companionship be with any other than our beloved Sephardic brethren … for [the latter] have intellectual capacity, understanding, and clarity of mind.



Ironically, well-born Andalusian Jews experienced few similar concerns about “staying clear” of their Moslem peers. Relations between the two elites generally were equable. Although each of Spain’s religious communities lived within its own quarters, well into the twelfth century, the mass violence that followed the assassination of Joseph ibn Nagrela in 1066 was uncharacteristic even of the restive Moslem lower classes. Among the affluent, business and professional contacts were extensive, and social visits between prosperous Moslem and Jewish families were by no means rare.

In the mid-1100s, however, a force majeure decisively shattered these placid multicultural relations. Led by Abd al-Mu’min al-Mohade, scion of a fundamentalist North African Berber dynasty that has traditionally been called the Almohades, a new wave of Islamic warriors swept down from Algeria’s Atlas Mountains. Engulfing the North African littoral population, the invaders pressed across the Strait of Gibraltar to overrun central and southern Iberia. Decades of brutal Almohade persecution followed—of forced conversions equally of Jews, Christians, and “backsliding” Moslems. Thousands of Andalusian Jews accordingly fled to the Spanish Christian kingdoms of the north. The grim interregnum continued for over six decades, until 1212, when an alliance of Christian armies finally destroyed the Almohade minions at Las Navas de Tolosa, and with it Almohade rule in the Iberian Peninsula altogether.

In ensuing years, as local Moslem governments began reviving in Andalusia, large numbers of Jews returned to the south. But if they anticipated resuming the former tempo of their lives, they were shortly undeceived. Religious passions by then had been too widely stirred and diffused. Once again, Moslem rulers began enforcing the old sumptuary laws, and this time with a new rigor. Jews were obliged to wear badges or distinctively colored turbans. Jewish courtiers, physicians, and communal officials faced new vocational restrictions. Jewish families were exposed to new refinements of social isolation. Jewish merchants were held responsible for bad harvests or food shortages, and often endured a gauntlet of insults and petty humiliations in street and marketplace. By the latter 1100s, any lingering hope for Jewish revival in once-genial Andalusia seemed all but foreclosed. The departure of Jews northward, once tentative and temporary, now gained momentum, swelling irretrievably from a rivulet to a stream.

A Rediscovery of Science

“The owl of Minerva flies only at twilight.” In this same period of malaise and migration, the Hegelian adage fitted Andalusian Jewish cultural vigor almost precisely. If their political and economic glory was in decline, the Jews’ intellectual élan had never blazed more brilliantly. That sunburst, of course, reflected the Islamic Renaissance itself, which reached its apogee in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. Long before, at the outset of its military campaign in the Middle East, the Arab host had overrun Syria and Egypt, where it took possession of many distinguished universities and libraries. From within their confines were recovered much of the literature of the Hellenic and Hellenistic eras. Among these were numerous Syriac translations of manuscripts by Plato, Aristotle, Euclid, Archimedes, Hippocrates, Galen, and other giants among the ancient Greeks. In ensuing years, a significant number of these works, retranslated into Arabic, provided the basis for an upsurge of Islamic learning. So it was that Andalusia and Alexandria developed into major centers of Greco-Arab scholarship.

Mingling with the emergent elite of Arab intellectuals, Jews too were rapidly swept up by the new cultural effervescence. Indeed, they were uniquely qualified to share in it. As a law-based religion, Judaism historically placed extensive emphasis upon learning. Even mathematics played a significant role in that tradition, for in their study of Bible and Talmud the Jews had long since become accustomed to the assignment of numerical values to letters, and thus to mathematical thinking as a feature of their general literacy. A biblical scholar like Abraham ibn Ezra could write with equal proficiency on astronomy and astrology, and evoke respectful attention in the Moslem and Christian worlds. Ibn Ezra’s rabbinical protégés Sahl ben Bishr, Sind ben Ali, and Abraham ben Chiyyat won even wider recognition for their astronomical calculations. Exposure to the rediscovered Greek mathematicians now further reinforced this Jewish vocation.

The passion of Jews for medicine appears to have been even more notable. In some degree, Islam itself encouraged the development. Unlike medieval Christianity, with its fixation upon the world to come, the religion of the Arabs had always placed much emphasis upon the healing arts. The recent discovery and translation of works by Galen, Hippocrates, and other Greek physicians simply fortified the image of medicine as a dignified calling, one deserving of appropriate remuneration. Influenced by this trend, as by parallel cultural developments in the Moslem world, rabbis living in Andalusia and other Islamic realms similarly devoted much of their responsa literature to questions of sickness and health. Indeed, a number of Sephardic talmudic academies included medicine in their curricula. It is recalled that Chasdai ibn Shaprut, the tenth-century “prince” of Córdoban Jewry, began his public career as physician to the royal court. Jonah ibn Bechlarish, court physician to the Sultan of Zaragoza, compiled the first known universal dictionary of drugs. Sheshet ben Isaac Benveniste, physician to the count of Barcelona, produced a famous treatise on gynecology. The poet Judah Halevi was a successful physician in Toledo.

It was, however, Moses ben Maimon, best known to posterity as Maimonides, who emerges as the transcendent physician of the medieval world. Born in Córdoba in 1135, the son of a rabbi-businessman, Maimonides fled the Almohade invasion with his parents when he was thirteen. For a decade, the family lived the life of nomads, wandering the peninsula with other refugee Jews. Crossing the strait, they resided for a while in Fez, capital of the Almohade empire, but still a rather quieter eye in the hurricane of Moslem fundamentalism. It was in Fez that Maimonides initially took up the study of medicine. Later, the family settled in Fustat, near Cairo, where it soon managed to gain a modest security as jewelry traders. Yet, at first, Maimonides himself was inactive in the business. Nor did he practice as a physician. His preference was for scholarship—reading, writing, corresponding, and commenting on issues of Jewish law and practice. But in 1166 his brother David, returning from a gem-buying journey to Persia, drowned when his ship foundered in the Indian Ocean. The jewels that sank with him represented most of the family’s estate. Only then did Maimonides turn to medicine as a livelihood.

Fortunately for his parents, and his late brother’s widow and children, whom he now supported, Maimonides proved an instant success as a physician. Indeed, his skill rapidly became the wonder of his peers. In 1170, Sultan Selah ad-Din (“Saladin”) appointed him physician to the royal household—a post Maimonides held for the rest of his life, even while maintaining a full private practice. In common with other physicians of his time, he drew much of his information from ancient Greek and Arabic medical literature. Yet he depended even more extensively upon personal observation and experience. It was Maimonides’s defining feature to accept no precedent on faith. Soon, then, he became a pioneer in the science of preventive medicine, advocating fresh air, sunshine, personal cleanliness, moderation in diet and in sexual indulgence. He was also the first medieval doctor to sense that the health of the mind depended extensively on the health of the body. Over time, Maimonides’s achievements as a clinician became legendary among colleagues and patients alike. For centuries afterward, Jews visited the Cairo synagogue that bore his name less as a house of worship than as a shrine of healing.

Despite the burdens of his practice, moreover, and his widening responsibilities as a rabbi and communal leader (this page), Maimonides found time to produce ten important medical treatises. One of these was a huge compendium of some two thousand drugs. Others dealt with such pervasive afflictions as asthma, hemorrhoids, snakebites, melancholia, and sexual dysfunction (this last a matter of much importance to his royal patients). More impressive yet, Maimonides published a summation of all basic medical treatments, from Galen and other Greek authorities to his own day. It became the standard physician’s handbook in the Moslem world. Translated into Latin, the work also was adopted as a basic teaching manual for European medical schools until well into the Renaissance. In his own lifetime, Moslem colleagues invariably referred to “Maimuni” (his Arabic name) as the “eagle of physicians.” But Maimonides was simply the most vivid example of a dazzling Sephardic eminence in medieval science. The historian of science George Sarton has found that of eighty-five publishing scientists in Iberia between 1150 and 1300, at least thirty-five were Jews.

Faith and Reason

In the course of the Islamic Renaissance, the Arabs transmitted still another Greek treasure to the world. It was rational philosophy. The Jews were among its most avid students. This was an irony of sorts. In ancient times, Jews had feared Hellenistic thought, and only a few Greco-Jewish thinkers, such as Philo, were prepared to subject their faith to the risks posed by rationalism. It was not until nearly a millennium later, under Moslem rule, when Jews and Arabs began producing cosmopolitan urban elites, that both peoples adopted more forthcoming attitudes toward “Greek wisdom.” Of the rediscovered ancients who influenced their common worldview, Aristotle was incomparably the most important. As early as the ninth century, Syriac translations of the great thinker were being retranslated into Arabic, then undergoing commentary by Moslem philosophers. Among the latter it was Avicenna, Alfarabi, and above all Averroës who fused Aristotelian logic and Islamic monotheism into an urbane and sophisticated theology.

The approach registered as well on an innovative minority of Jewish intellectuals. Entirely comfortable in their ancestral Judaism, these men nevertheless were deeply influenced by the Greco-Arabic passion for elegance of cognition and style. Like the Arabs, they too now sought to negotiate a reconciliation of faith and reason. The feat was not easily accomplished. Aristotle’s vision of God was mechanistic rather than moral. It allowed little room for such Judaic tenets as creation, prophecy, providence, reward, or punishment. Even so, Abraham ibn Daud, a twelfth-century Córdoban, was the first to negotiate a modest doctrinal accommodation between Judaism and Greek philosophy. Although as a young man ibn Daud all but devoured the works of Avicenna and other Islamic philosophers of Aristotelianism, he waited until he was fifty before venturing any commentary of his own. Then, in a series of Arabic-language treatises, he developed his rather cautious hypothesis that both Aristotle and the Torah led to an identical goal, the attainment of moral truth. Yet, in ibn Daud’s scheme, philosophy confirmed this moral truth only after many generations of seeking and groping, while the Jewish people had achieved their insights from the beginning, in the Prophets’ divine revelation.

No Jew or Moslem, however, not even the great Averroës, succeeded in accommodating religious faith to Aristotelian rationalism quite as impressively as Moses Maimonides. In fact, Maimonides and Averroës were both born in twelfth-century Córdoba only a few streets and a few years apart. Tangible evidence of that proximity survives. Today, a marble figure of Averroës stands near a small entrance to the al-jama’a, the old Jewish community, on the Calle de la Luna. One passes then through the Puerta de Almodóvar and turns right down the Calle de los Judíos to the Rambam Synagogue, commemorating the sanctuary in which the great Maimonides worshipped as a youth. Characteristically, the structure is embellished with plaster fretwork, with Stars of David and Hebrew lettering interwoven in the Arab manner. The al-jama’a still breathes with the history of this people. In gleaming tile, each street name here is a whisper of their presence: Calle de los Judíos, Calle de la Sinagoga, Calle Juda Levi (Judah Halevi), Plazuela de Juda Levi, Calle Leifa Aguilar.

Nearby, too, are to be found the Plazuela Tiberides (after Maimonides’s burial site in Tiberias), the Calle Maimonides, the Plazuela de Maimonides. The last, an elegantly tiled miniature square, is dominated by the august presence himself—a slim figure in life-sized bronze, robed, turbaned, goateed, his narrow, delicate face and hands sensitively imagined. On his lap, appropriately, rests a book. “Córdoba a Maimonides,” declares the chiseled stone inscription on the pedestal, “en el 800 aniversario de su nacimiento 1135–1935.” Maimonides may have fled Córdoba when he was only thirteen, but Arab historians invariably remember him as al-qurtubi, “the Córdoban,” even as he himself tended to adorn his Arabic signature, Musa ibn Maimuni, with the embellishment al-andalusi, “the Andalusian.”

It was during his early years of wandering and intermittent medical studies that Maimonides launched into his literary efforts. While still in his twenties, he produced an astonishingly learned commentary on the Talmud; a “Letter of Consolation” to his fellow refugees, eloquently entreating them to place their faith in God as the one “sure and certain source of hope”; and a “Letter Concerning Apostasy,” eruditely citing Bible and Talmud to legitimize a Jew’s right of tactical defection from Judaism for the “holy” sake of physical survival. Within barely a year of his arrival in Egypt in 1165, Maimonides’s phenomenal command of Jewish texts and unique insights into their application won him unchallenged leadership of the Fustat Jewish community as rabbi and judge.

It was not an easy role. The local Jewry was convulsed in a debate between Karaites and Rabbinites. The former in effect were puritans who rejected the vast superstructure of postbiblical lore and literature. The latter were traditionalists who accepted as binding the Talmud, the responsa, and other expressions of the vast, evolving Oral Law. The two groups had diverged in such acrimony that neither would engage in business or social dealings with the other, or even bury each other’s dead. Maimonides, although manifestly a traditionalist himself, displayed considerable tact in narrowing the schism between the two factions.

Perhaps of even greater importance, Maimonides was an incomparable source of guidance for rabbis abroad. In his replies to their unending stream of queries on matters of law and practice, he chose the approach of personal letters rather than the more formal and portentous responsa. These communications were invariably respectful and deeply human. “Peace be upon you, our dearly beloved master of all branches of learning,” he would interpolate, “and upon our fellow scholars and all the common people, peace—peace like a shining light, ‘an abundance of peace until the moon is no more!’ Amen. Selah.” Written in the master’s own hand, often running seven or eight pages in length, the letters found their way to the minds and hearts of his correspondents.

With all these communal and professional burdens, Maimonides still managed in 1185 to complete a prodigious treatise, the Mishneh Torah, a “Code of the Law” which summarized the totality of Jewish jurisprudence, oral and written, as it had evolved over the centuries. The volume is a masterpiece of scholarly and literary elegance. A kind of rabbinical Restatement, it is divided into fourteen books and eighty-three subsections that range from commerce, industry, and property to taxation, penal law, and family relations. Maimonides’s introductory synopses for each section were as practical and humane as they were lucid. Never before in their history, in fact, had the Jews produced so comprehensive and systematized a corpus juris. In short order, the Mishneh Torah became the standard reference on Jewish law. For centuries afterward, hardly a scholar would issue a pronouncement on Jewish legal tradition without first determining “what says the Rambam”—the acronym by which Rabbi Moses ben Maimon came to be known in the Jewish world. In his own time, and beyond all his contemporaries, the Rambam achieved universal recognition as the “Light of the Exile,” the unquestioned successor to the Babylonian geniushood.

A Guide for the Perplexed

It was Maimonides himself who remained dissatisfied with that role. Thus far, his legal opinions and publications spoke only to the Jewish majority, to those who were unquestioning in their ancestral faith. Yet there was also an intellectual minority, a Jewish cultural elite who no longer could ignore the impact of Greco-Arab scholasticism. Although unquestioning in their loyalty to their people, these scholars manqués were disconcerted by the numerous anthropomorphisms and other palpable anachronisms they encountered in traditional Judaism. Such “perplexed” individuals, Maimonides felt, should not be forced to choose between religion and reason. It was to resolve their intellectual doubts, therefore, that he labored another five years, in an effort to harmonize the Written Law and the Oral Law with Greco-Arab rationalism. The result, A Guide for the Perplexed, completed in 1190, became the single most important philosophic work ever produced by a Jew.

In style, structure, and content, the Guide was unabashedly elitist. It made no concession to popularization. Written in the form of letters to Maimonides’s devoted student and protégé Joseph ibn Aqnin, it explains in the introduction:


I have composed this work … to promote the understanding of the real spirit of the Law, to guide those religious persons who … have studied philosophy and are embarrassed by the contradictions between the teachings of philosophy and the literal sense of the Torah.



Refusing, then, to take the reader by the hand, disdaining the clarity and system of his Mishneh Torah, Maimonides adopted a scheme that was almost intentionally discursive. The first half of Book I deals with words and expressions in the Bible; the second half, with divine
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