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INTRODUCTION 

Simply stated, the purpose o f th is paper is to " r e trieve" 

a lost poet a nd to "restore" him to his proper place in the 

august halls of hi.story and lite rature . Yet, however suc

cintly phrased , s uch a statement betrays world s about th e 

ways in which our culture perceives a nd uses lit e rature . What 

i s " retrieval?" What is " restoration?" And what is t he " lost" 

subject i n n eed of them ? A ccording to T. S. Elio t, the re

trieval and r es tora tio n of a hitherto unknown poet should imply 
I 

nothing less tha n a rt:'o rclcring o f the e ntir e cano n of literature , 

and hence our situa ti on within i t s mat r ix today. 

The p r odigal return of a literary son to hir. fo ld necessi

t a tes a certa in amount of readjustment o n all memLers of 

the household. l n Gorni ' s case , both his near escape from 

literary o ulivion , aud the lengt h of his absence (during which 

ce rt.iin literary and histo r ical perceptions of his time , a nd 

o u r he r itage, have rigidly solidified) make that readjustment 

11 r adical " in its e tymologically trues t sen se. A period of 

life a nd poetry wh ich has been characte rized by the terms 

" decadence, " 11n1anneris1n" and bon1bastic effusion m u s t be 
2 

reordered . A historical perception of a period of d ecline 



and harassment for Jews must be readjusted . The cultural 

apprehen sion of Jewish society in the larger con text of 

Christian societ y of the thirteenth century, and the social 

function of the poet within them, must be r econsidered. 

These problems of readjustment all raise questions about 

the often unspecified assumptions we bring to a "his to ry of 

liter ature" and, mo r e pa rticula rly. the "histo r y of Judaism" 

and "Jewish literature," These terms s ugges t more about 

the political and pnlemical function of Lite r atu re, literary his, 

to ri es and Jewish historius in o ur own c ulture than they 

reveal about Gorni 1s, 

The pauci ty of ma teria l on Gorni, and poets like him (and 

who were they? how rnany were the y? how do we acc ount , In 

s01ne 1·t:asonable Cashion, for a " l1>sl" poetic and c ultural pheno• 

menon? ) is acute. What there is. is s tamped with the seal of 

its own assump t ions, critical values a nd tinlc. When Jacob 

Proven1Gal i, ln the fifteenth century, refers to Gorni as one of 
3 

the three finest poets in his ge ne ration , what does that n~an? 

When Ernest Renan, in the nineteenth, sees the same poet as 

a somewhat c urious and mediocre phenornenon , what does 

that mean? When Schi nnann, io our own age, tr'lats him with 

respect, aod Pagis goes so far as to ca ll him one of the mos t 



4 
" original'' poets of his age, what does that m ean ? 

These are important q uestions for scholarship. They are 

important questions for anyone - schola r or no - who must 

deal with the importance texts play, in our own culture, in 

the reconstruction of the past, and the construction of the 

present, 

In a 1979 study of trends in m e dieval scholarship, the poe t 

and critic. Dao P a gis , remarked that, in the ana lysis of medi-

ev~l Hebre w poetry, "as e lsewhere, poe tic theory i s not a bso-

5 
lute and time less, but on the cont rary, his torically specific. " 

F e w would disag r ee with such a contention , Howe ver, the 

rnet hod by which this histo r ic specificity is ext r ac ted is o pen 

to a r g ume nt. Thro ugh the age s of literary a nd non-lite rar y 

histo ry, d iffe rent ploys have been aesayed. Because of the 

sca r c ity of m a teria l a vailable on Gorni, a l l o f it must be con

sid e r ed, Thus, perhaps a word is in order about the pa rticu-

lar as sumptions which und e rlie ou r m eagre sources. 

Seventeen of Gorni's poems survive, some m o re coherently 

tha n o thers. in a single manuscript dating fro m the four teenth 

century. The poet lived at th e end o f the thirteenth, and this 

poses imn,ediate p r oblems of the reliability of the manuscript 

transmission. He is mentioned by only one contemporary , 

Abraham haBe dersi (i.e., of B~ziers), who was profoundly 

3 



unimpressed with h i s colleague ' s poetic ability, and 

even more profoundly agg r avated b y his r eque sts for money. 
6 

The copyist who s trung together the e x tan t poems, in a 

b lank space at th e e nd of a scientific t r eatise, evidently 

sympathized with Bedersi. His biog raphical a llusions to 

4 

Gorni -- often called " the enemy" - - summon up a picture of 

an irreverent hotspur, wine b i bbe r and lady-chaser. However, 

if the portraits.of Gorni's Christian contemporaries afford 

any evidence, poets of the period savored precisely such 
7 

biographies , and the info r mation cannot be taken with com-

plete seriousness, No more is heard of Gorni until the fifteenth 

century, and a stray r efe r e nce by Jacob Provenzali, who 

comme nts: 

This is the greatest level unto itself, pra ised among 
n1en, and not all wise men a r e worthy of it. For 
the re arc wis e men who are not masters of speech, 
and the re a re masters of speech who are not wise .. . 
and happy is h e who is crowned w i th them both. ,. 
so it w, s with our sages, may their memory be a 
bless ing, for Rabbi Judah HaLevi and Rabbi Samuel 
ibn Gabirol and ben Valqiera, and also o ur own of 
Provence, haGorni, haHaruzi and haSulami , (who) 
were greater verse-makers and great pay' tanim .. , 
than the Rambam (Maimonides ) and Ramban (Nachma
nides). peace be upon them, who we r e greater than 
they in (philosophical) wisd9m ... 8 

Again, the reader must bewa r e o f valuative assumptions, Be

dersi , whose penchant was for an inflated and ove r -blown didac t i

cism in verse, disllked Gorni ' s verses. But is Berdersi's 



!?hat o f the aesthetic judgment of the age, and how reliable is 

it over a longer view? And who can say by what criteria 

Provenzali evaluated the same poet's merit? Judgment both 

by s tandards of the academic school, and by popular acclaim, 

is difficult to determine. With respect to the former, only 

5 

one work on aesthetics s urvives on medieval Hebrew poetry, 

a nd it was composed long before Gorni ever lived. This is 

Moses ibn Ezra's Shirat Yisroe l, which was written in Arabic. 

lbn Ezra's instructions on the composition of He brew ve r se 

represent the classical school of writing , which had loosened 

its hold on the poets of the C hristian period. Thus, we have 

very little indication a s to what s tandards Gorni 's contempo

raries would have applied to his work. (Fo r this r eason, 

the response to Gorni by Samuel ibn Devash should be o f some 

interest to scho lars. ) 

The first historiographer of literatur e to treat Gorni1s 

9 

poems was Ernest Rena n , in his histoire litt;raire d e$~ juifs 

franjais, with the aid of Adolf Neubaue r . To Renan, Gorni i s 

somethiug of a literary curiosity, a Hebrew "troubadour" whose 

verses do not merit particular attention. One must remember , 

however, who R{nan was, and what he perceived his task to 

be. lO Ri nan1 s first major wo r k as a philologist, which appeared 

in 1848 ( a year of other momentous events in France), was the 
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Histoire gen~rale ~ systc!me compari des langues slmitiques. 

Edward Sa id has suggested that the goal of the French philo~og ist 

and supreme advocate of reason, was 

scientifically to describe the inferiority of Semitic 
languages, principally Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ara
bic, the medium of three p urportedly sacred texts 
that had been spoken or at least informed by God ... 
Thus in the Vie de J~sus Renan would be able to 
insinuate that the so -called sac red texts •. • could not 
have anything divine in them •. , 

Renan first reduced texts from objects of divine 
intervention in the world's business to objects of 
historical materiality ... ll 

If Said is correct, I<enan' s aesthetic judgments of Hebrew 

poetry -- any Hebrew poetry -- automatically take on the pole-

mical distortion o f his t ime. 

Had Jewish scholarship eve r reachP.d the extremes of ethe

real detachment of text from context which characterized the 

American New Critics of the early twentieth century, and th e 

Structuralism and Fo r malism of their Eu r opean am.I Russian 

counte rparts , we might have to account for the opposite end 

of the crit ical pendulum. However, Jewish text scho larship 

has a lways lagged behind the methodological t rends and fads 

of Western literary critics. The study of Jewish, and Hebrew, 

literary texts has remained tethered, not only to history, b ut 

to a naive faith in the valid ity of called "Hebrew literature. 11 

Schirmann's work, fo r all its sensitivity and thoroughness, 



avoids taking the step of treating the text a s a text. He sees 

poems as securely embraced in the context of society and 

history. This ls sound scholarship indeed, but it ignores the 

call of the text to its own particular voice, body and integrity. 

It is perhaps to this which Pagis alludes in his attention to 

the individuality of the poem alongside its cultur;,.l context. 

Schitmann has provided the exacting and meticulous excava

t ion of material, and Pagis takes it one step fu-rther, focusing 

both on the play and interplay of texts linked in space, and 

time, and the individuality of a poetic voice. He strives for a 

balance between them: 

certain researchers a r e inclined to base almost 
a ll of their research of the style and subjects of 
Hebrew Sepha rdic poetry on the comparison to 
Arabic sources and on delineating the paths of 
their infl•Jence. Such studies bring praise to 
themselves, but one should not forget that they 
do no t determine the nature of the school, and 
assuredly not the individuality of a particular poem. 
Surely the Arabic influe nce attains, at times, a 
great power, but even when it is very striking in 
the secular poetry, it (the poetry) does not use 
it for the sake o f mere imitati0n, .• 12 

Thus, medieval He brew poetry has, for the most part , 

s uffered a lack of attention to its individual poems. Even the 

11 major" figures -- HaLevy, Moses ibn Ezra , Samuel ibn 

Gabirol or Samuel haNagid - - in part because of the size of 

their co rpus, have only recently begun to r eceive literary 

c ritical a ttention. Instead, they have been deployed as part 

7 



of the arsenal of historica l reconstruction and speculation. 

Because of the large quantitites o f "lost" lite rature from the 

medieval period, the retrieval of even a few poems by an 

"almost-lost" write r can r eshape our e ntire picture of the 

period in whi c h he lived , and the lite rature it produced. This 

was ve1·y muc h so in the case of Moses ibn Ezra, whose bril 

liant secular poetry was not discovered until much after 

13 
h i s less interesting (by our s tandard s ) religious works. In 

the introduction to his study of the Arabic poet, al-Mu' tamid, 

Ray Schei•odlin a r gues e loquen tly for the value o~ close, 

cr itical analysi s of the individual poet, and his works, why 

they work, a nd how they work, as m uch as in what context 
l4 

they do, and did, so, 

8 

The preceding discussion has been included co raise nect!S

sary 1 uestions of methodo logical prudence. Any further study 

of Gorni 1s poetry will have to take them into C<Jnside ratio n , 

Hopefu lly, the act of " r e trieva l II tendered he r e, in the transla

tion a nd critical editing o f some of thoi;e poems, will facilitate 

such further work. 

The body of this thesis is in tended to b e the poems them-
15 

selves. Most have neve r been translated into English. Only 

six appea r , in Hebrew edition, in Schirmann's anthology of 



16 
of medieval Provencal and Sephardic !Hebrew verse. In 

tht: following pages, I would like to provide the following: (1) a 

general overview of the period in whi ch Gorni, and hie contem-

poraries , flourished a nd w r o te, (2) a general overview of the 

literary forms of that period, and (3) a cursory introduction to 

the poetry of Gorni himself. Sadly, as Schirmann noted 

nearly twenty years ago, and Renan nearly one hundred, the 

work on this cu r ious poet, Hebrew "t11oubadour''from Prove nce, 

is still far from satisfying. 
17 

Isaac ben Abraham haGorni was bo rn in the c ity of Aire, 

somewhere ~round the middle 0£ the thirteenth century. ln 

the southwest of what Is now called France, Ai r e is Car from 

the Mediterranean coast which Gorni was to spend his literary 

life traversing. It is a city unknown in Jewish history except 
18 

as this poet' s birthplace How he grew there, and how he 

l e ft, are equally secrets of the past. 

The surviving poems of this unusual poet are dedicated to 

cities which bestow upon him citizenship in Provence proper, 

however transient bis r e sidence in any one of them. His list 

of travels includes the cities of Perpignan (now in Spain), Luq, 

Aries, Ca rpe nt r as, Apt, Aix, Manosque and Draguignan. 

Following the se cities on a map, we may guess that, in all 

probability, he visited Bezie rs and NarbonnE:, Montpellier 

9 



and Avignon as well. His travels seem to have included 

a combination of river and land routes , and they certainly 

encomp,u,sed some of the most exciting sites of Jewish and 

Christian history of his time. 

If Gorni's itine rary was rich in varlety and upheaval, 

contemporary events were no less so. For Christianity. the 

time was one of great turmoil. This was the era of the two 

popes -- a nd one of them was residing in Avignon, midway 

between Arles and Carpentras. This was the age of the 

Albigensia n heretics, whose connection to the Chr istian trou

bado urs has been interminably argued, and neve r satisfactorily 

dete rmined , These troublesome religious dissiden ts, whose 

mystical, libertarian (the Walde nsians, a contemporary sect, 

eve n ordained women!) a nd a nti-Ron1e doctrines, caused so 

10 

much vexat ion to the Church, were effec tively extinguished by 

the end of the thirteenth century. The wrath of Rome -- oow 

referred to as the "Albigensian Crusade" - - flamed in full force 

aga inst them. The determined pursuit o f he reties was enabled 

by the estc1blishment of loca l centers of interrogation. Thou

sands of Jocuments, some of the richest documentation of the 

period, survive in the depositions taken by these 01·gans of 

interrogation, called "inquisitions, 11 and, under the centr alizing 

authority of Rome, the lnquisi~ion itself. Obviously, the Albi-



gens ians were not the only "heretics " to be p u rsued b y 

the effi c i e nt machine r y of the Inqui sit ion. The names of 

many troubadour s figure also among the pages of deposi -
19 

tions , as well as J ews, women ("witc hes") and unde • i r a-

bles of all cast and color. 

In addition, for centu r ies, wars had wracked the 

southern coast and the Iberian pen in sula. In 1148, Moslem 

Ibe r ia fell i r revocably to the Almohade invaders. Only 

the small kingdom of Granada would hold out valiantly until 
20 

1492, Still, with the Reconquista -- the Christianization of 

the peninsula - - completed , peace did not com e. F r om the 

sad remarks of Moses ibn Ezra, lamenting the despoiling 

of an intellectual van guard with the sacking of Cordoba, in 
21 

the eleventh century , until lo ng afte r the offhand comment 

of haGorni, "were it not fo r the wars of the kings and their 
22 

ministe r s, he would have come to see me!' peac e was a 

precious b r eath between battles . 

Such political turmoil was disastrous for Jews. With the 

destruction of the Moslem empi res, where Jews had dwelled 

for centuries in unparalleled productivi.ty a nd equanimity, 

many Jews fled north into France;; many more we r e impove

r ished overnight. HaLevy and Maimonides we·re among those 

to take flight. Pagis has commented on the devastation o ! 

11 
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the peninsula 's Jewish intellectual elite,. during the later 

persecutions as well: 

The persecution and massive conver_sions ... 
struck first and foremost at the spiritual elite , 
and the educated stratum most of all, and. at 
any rate, the Hebrew poets and the i r audience 
dwindled ... 23 

Gorni may himself have lived to see the expulsion of 

the Jewish co mmunity irom the northern realms o f France . 

in 1306. The edict was issued by Phili!) " the Fa i r , " who in 

all likelihood r equir ed the financial r esources of the Jews 

to fund his conti nuin g wa r wid : Albert. the Emperor oi 
2-1 

Ge r n,any. One of the m .. j o r sou r ces of livelihood ior the 

Jew i sh commun it y. which showed remarkable adaptab ility i n 

its new s u rroundings in F ranc e and Provence, was rnon~y 

l ending. an emplo y p rohibited to Christians. One of the condi 

tions of Philip1 s edict was the cancellation of all Christian d ebt s 

to Jews. Xi ne )•ears later , when King Louis X r e voked the 

exµulsion edi c t . and r ecalled the Jews (undoubtably mot ivated 

by equal considerations of economic p r udence). he allowed 

the Jews the " righ t " o f collecttng the payments owed them --
25 

upo n condit ion he r e ceive two -thi rds of the collectionl Th is 

was not the first such experience for the Jews, Since Hellenistic 

t imes, they had se r ved ably as tax collector s and financiers 

in royal cou r ts , and because o f their own perpetually mutable 



status, their assets tended to be liquid rather than landed, 

In fact, the Jewish aristocracy, which had flourished in 

the urban courts of Moslem Spain, manifested, even after 

the Reconquista, a distinct disdain for agra rian pursuits . 

Abraham Bedersi, a wealthy patron, financier and poet in 

Perpignan (itself a city of much religio us , political and intel

lectual foment) , delivered a scathing attack on one Pinhas Levi. 

Levi, a poet . abandonned literary pursuits (as Valency wrote 

not too lo ng ago, "the doc tor of poetry has seldom found ade-
26 

quate support in any age" ) for a life of fa rming. One wonde r s 

how the pedantic patron of the arts, who also attacked Gorni, 

!elt, when, not too long a!te r, he , too, was forced to flee 

penniless to Narbonne. 

Similarly, Simon de Montfort1 s 1208 crusade against the 

heretics of Beziers was financed by the confiscation of local 

properties . This romantic milita r y hero' s slende r resources 

were supJ1lemented with "a series of papal grants, loans 
27 

from Cahors in bankers, and receipts from conquered lands. 11 

One wonders, again, whence came these ready funds, 

Internally, too, the Jewish community was churning. 

The Maimunist controversy, despite external political upheaval, 

and even abetted by it, still raged. In and around the cities 

Gorni v isited , the Talmud wat burned in the streets. Community 

l eaders commandeered Jewish and non - Jewish au.thorities in 

13 



the ongoing debate ove r the legitimacy of secular learning. 

B e dersi's son, Yedlah, was act ive in this battle , arg~mg, 
28 

desp ite his youth, for the validity of secular science. 

The Kabbalah was born in Provence. Ma ny of its mystical 

tenets were undoubtably shaped by the heretical a tmosphere 

which surrounded them, much as the hasidei-ashkenaz in 

the Rhine valley, were influenced by the Franciscan move-

ment around them. Thus, fo r instance. W t!. find the notion 

tha t the huma n soul, properly t r ained, aspires to union 

with the sphere of divine grace. In this state o f ultimate 

and ecste1tic harmon y. the two a re joined " in a kiss" leading 
29 

to p r ophetic r evelation. The idea was lo ng ent rencned in 

Ch ristian tho ught . St. Amb rose. as ea rly as the fifth century, 

wrote of the spiritual union of the soul and God : 

The soul, raising itself u p f r om the r-e gion of 
thl! ,;,!ns,H . • . asp,,. : ➔ I:> the infusi->n of the 
Divine Wo rd . .. Thr kiss of the Divine Wo rd .. . 
The kiss of the Word signifies tha t she is 
illumined by the knowledge of God . .. The soul 
cli ngs to th e Wo rd wi th this kiss . 30 

Ne ver far remo ve d from politics, the art a nd liter atu r e 

of lhe p e rio d r eflec t an equa l epoch of tumult and change. 

NcN fo r ms, the m es and te ns ions b e gin to inhabit poe try. ln 

th.: Ch ri stian wor ld, the amazingly prolific t roub adour s 

14 



suddenly a nd mysteriously from the scene. Giraut Riquier, 

born at Narbonne a bout 1233, served ten years at th e court 
31 

o f A lfonso X of Castile . He died in 1292 or 1293 But Guiraut 

r efers to himself as "the last of the troubadour s, 11 Valency 

com1nent s, 

it seems quite as unlikely that Riquier was 
the la s t as that Guillaume IX was the fi r st . ..• 32 

Nonethe less, 

the te rminal date would perhaps no t be taken too 
Sl!rious ly, were i t no t that a fter 1300 no important 
poetry was written in langue d'oc . .. 33 

T he P r ovencal lyric is a form uniquo.: in the annals of lite
.> 

r ature. Provenca l itself, like the literary Hebr ew o f the 
) 

classical " Golden" a nd post-classical "Silve r " ages, was 

ne ver a s poken la nguage, but one developecl especially for 
34 

the needs of the genre. The troubadours were the o nes who 

pLed it. Erne st Re nan first asc ribed, pe r haps unfortunately, 

the te r m "troubadour" to Gorni , who was ce rtainly writing as 

l a te as 1293. Thus, Riquier 1s claim raises a c rucial question: 

we re there Hebrew "troubadours? 11 and was Gorni one of 

the m? We shall r eturn to this ques tion later . 

Western scho la rs speak of the rise of courtly lite rature , 

a nd U1e traditions o f chivalry, as b e longing to the twe lfth 

15 



century. No less a scholar than the in imitable C. S. Lewis 

takes the little - questioned stand that r omance , and love, 

date j u st from that point. And it i s t r ue that the r e suddenl y 

flourishes a literatu r e of passion and coyness, of sensuality 

a nd romance, with the resistant lady at it s core. Whence 

d id it come? Weste rn s c ho larship has turned to Capellanus, 

Ovid, Chretien de T royes , even Sanskrit legends and Celtic 

mytho logy, Clearly, an enormous debt is owed to the Arabic 

poets of the pen insula, and the transmittal of thei r poetry 

to the courts of Provence. Moslem !be ria ha d deve loped an 

exhaustive courtly l it e rature, ric h n many of the themes we 

associate with t.h e We ste r n t r adition. We find the devulopmcnt 

o f courtly genres - - wine poe'Tls, poems of praise for patrons 

a nd benefactors, lo ve poems, satires, city poems, hunt ing 

16 

a nd ba ttle poems, rhymed prose m a qamot. The i r forms and mete rs 

became a n integ r al pa r t of Hebr ew poP.try, (Only two genres 

a r e lacking . The r e are no s urviving hunting poem s in Hebr ew, 

a nd o nly one instance of a battle poem,. by Samliel haNagid. ) 

Ho w much Jews, res p o nsible for the transmitta l of so 

muc h e l s e of Arabic culture to the Christian s, were responsible 

for the transfer of courtly motifs as well , is not clea r , Love, 



it is ce rtain, bears a distinctive stamp in the Christian 

troubadour lyric. For one, the Moslem writer had sung 

indisc riminately of h e terosexual and homosexual Loves (as 

did his Jewish counterpart), and still managed to convey a 

Liking for both sexes . The Christian writer wrote only of 

the knight's love for the lady, and even then had difficulty 

c onveying more than a profound ambivalence for the fema le 

sex. 

17 

The result was the spiritualization of love . True , spiritual 

love has an a nc ient a nd venera ble history, goin g as far back as 

Plato. But, as far as Plato was concerned , il had noth ing to 

do with wom.-n. M oslem poetry is full of the delights of 

sensual love. But , for the Moslem, as for Plato, the ideal 

love is strictly a homosexual a ffair. f hus, the uniquu pheno

ffil•no n in Christian courtly society was n:>l the celt:bration of 

love, but the r est ructuring of court life, and of courtly valor, 

around love -- of a woman. Furthermore , the perfect knight 

is the one who loves his Lady without phys ical consumation 

of the relationship . T he epitome of this concept of "amo r lonh11 

is found in the 11 biographical11 story of J aufre Rudel, a trouba

d ou r of the mid -twe lfth c e ntury. Jaufre , according to his 

vidas, fell in love with a woma n whom he worshipped faith

fully from a far. Finally settin g out to find her, he fell ill 



en route, and died unconscious in her arms without seeing 
35 

h P.r , Such was "true love." 

The dangers of the reresy of love did not fail to escape 

the watchful eyes of the Church. Unable to stem the 

onslaught of this new literature, churchmen sought valiantl y 

to incorpo rate it. It is precisely at this period that we 

find flowering the cult of the Virgin, and all its a ttendant 

fema le devotion . 

How the "invenl ion" of love, and its elevation to the 

status of a hi ghly rituali.:ed and cultic art, a ffected Jewish 

society and art is a complex question. Under Moslem rule, 

Hebrew poe ts wrote poems of drinking, poems to their bene

factors, and poems about love to m ales and females alike. 

Chh·alric literature was translated into Hebrew: translations 

of Arna.dis de Gaul a nd the L a ncelot story survive. However, 
36 

both of these tran s lations are late, and Italian. The Lancelot, 

at least, appears to de rive from a n earlie r versio11. The curious 

tales of Jacob ben Elazar, publi sh e d in exce r pt in S c hirm,tnn ' s 
37 

anthology , are distinctly courtly. Nonetheless , the art of 

love was an aristocratic pu r suit, and its practice required 

social standing and a great deal o f leisure. Only the wealthy 

had time for love; the poor had no timt:l for extravagant alterna-

18 



t ives to m a rriage. 

Of the extant troubadou r literature, fully three-quarters 
38 

is devoted to love. Thus, the subject of courtly love must 

b e raised here. Of the seventeen surviving poems of Gorni's 
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repertoire, not a single one is a love poem. His few references 

to women are, to borrow from Hamlet, less than kind. Again. 

we n1ust ask: are the s e " troubadour " poem s? 

The possibilit y exis t s, of course, that the lo·;e o bject of 

the Christian lyric - the woma n - unde rwent a subtle tra nsmu

ta tion in Hebrew. The configurations of the Chris tian court , 

a nd the J ewish position within it , w e r e no t identical with tho se 

o! Mo;; lem Iberia. M o r e vulne r able and p r ey to the inc r ea 

si ngl y changeable winds from t he h e ights o: Christian a utho rity , 

the prom i ne nt Jew may ha ve had more tha n the etiquette o f 

love on his m i nd. Or, it may be, tha t he directed the appa r a tus 

o f lo ve to a spiritual object : to a yearntng for Redempt io n , the 

Shekhina, o r Zion . The a ?OC ryphal s to r y o f Judah Ha L evy's 

death !:-ears an uncann y s truc tural r es<.. mblance to that of 

Rudel ' s -- with one majo r distinc tion. Thi! " distant lo ve" i~ no t 

a lady . but a place, Z io n. Acco rding to lege nd . Ha Levy died a t 

J e r usalem ' s gates. 

HaL1:vy did, in fa c t. leave! Spain. some time aft e r 1140 , 



with the intent of r eaching Palestine. His ship was blown 

off course, and he Landed in A lexandria, Egypt, whence h e 

travelled to Cairo, Damietta, Tyre and Damascus. A!te r 
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that, all trace of him is lost. 

Several Hebrew poets do show definite signs of troubadour 

influe nce in t he use of poetic forms and techniques. The two 

po ets most freque ntly cited in this connection a re contempora-

ries of Go rni' s, Todros Abulafia , and Meshullam (Samue l) Da-

Pi,.na. The troubadour influence is observable chiefly in 

technique -- the lengthe ning o f the closing e nvoi to conform to 

the troubadour tornada, the shift away from the Arabic "girdle" 

st r ucture ( in Arabic, the muwashashat; in Heb.rew, the shir ezor) 

towards the rhynrn schemr.s and structural patterns of the 

troubadour lyric (aga in , the inclusion of a closing tornada or 

introductory and /o r closing ~s), lhe a ppea rance of tenson 

poetry (in Hebrew, shirei pulmus). the increasing flexibility 

of m eter a nd rhythm. Pagis and Schirmann both point to 

lhe new attention to local detail and description, and the 

rising individuality of style a long with the more asse r tive intru-
40 

sion of the poet's p e rso nality. In Gorni 1s case, it is vi rtually 

impossible to ignore the commanding presence of the poet' s 

41 
ego. The world of the poem virtually revolves about it. 

Once the facilitalo, of conventional social attitudes, the poe t 

... 
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becomes a forceful individual voice. 

Did the courtly conception of love find its way into 

Hebrew poetry? On the surface , it might seem not, but to 

close the matter so swiftly ignores the complexities of the 

question. 

The moral of courtly literature, from Chretien on, is 

21 

the paramv.int virtue of equilibrium in society. Love evolved 

from a n unsettling "d isease," whose effects we re destructive to 

social harmony, into an e nnobling and integral part o f social 

life. W. T. 1-1. Jackson has pointed out the undeviating pattern 

of the courtly rom;,.nc e , Wi thin that pattern, society, and 

its complex regulations, r ep r esent stability and order. In 

the typical courtly romance, a disruption in the social 

machinery provides the impulse for c hivalric adventur e, 

which is ultima tely r esolved in the return to static equilibrium. 
43 

The lyric, too, is a fo rm constructed on socia l conventions, 

The object and expression of love a re a lmost ritually pre

determined. Evan the omnipresent losengie!', the lurking 

spies and slchaderers who torm~nt the lovers, are name less 

figures whose presence is as accepted as that of the lovers 

th,~mselves.- More than one scholar of the troubadour lyric 

has accurately described these troublesome characters as 



the inescapable realities of social circumstance and daily 
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life. They a re an integrally indispensable pa rt of the 

social fabric, as are the inlpulses to love and verse. In 

Gorni's poetry, they even take on an added psychological 

dimension , attesting to the ps ychomach ia waged in the 

cause of creation. 

Courtl y literature demands a static view of society, and 

a static view of the universe. As is sti.11 true of literature 

(and the arts in g~neral) today, a class of leisure is required 

for its creation and its consumption. T,1e corresp~ndence 

between Hebrew and Arabic poetry of the Peninsula is a 

sign of the high degree of acculturation enjoyed by J e ws in 

Moslem society. Some Jews did attain that acculturation in 

the Christian courls of Provence. They did not, however, write 

courtly lyr ics, in the style of Proven5al lyrics. Gorni has 

had the fortune or misfortune to be considere d a Hebrew 

" troubadour.'' We do have evid ence that s uch wandering 

singers existed, Charles l e Juif. fo r instance, or several 

otherwise unk nown characters recorded as "minstrels, 11 the 

poel Bonfilh, m e ntioned in the inquisitorial depositions. Many 

o( them sang, not in Hebrew, but in the lo cal tongue. There 

\vas a court audience for Gornl' s poems, and he relied on 
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its patronage. However , to judge at least from his sur

viving poems, he <lid not sing of love,. the obsessive theme 

of his Provencal counterparts. It is conceivable that there 

were He brew love chansons, now los t . Or, the genre may 

no t have existed . The answer lies somewhere in the shift 

in s oc ial context, and the social !unction of the poe t . as 

well as the needs and values of his audience. 

One source (or 1nore information is the poems themselves, 

in the ir formal s tructures and motifs, linguistic te n o ions 

a nd vocabulary, and the p::>ss ibh: transference and transmu

tation of these fro n'l contempo r ary genres. And so, we turn 

now , to the poe m s , anrl Isaac haGorni. 

The following disc ussio n of G o rni's poetry will deal 

with three topics: (I) the extent to which the poems rtiflect 

tl--e influe nce of troubadour forms , m o tifs and langu age; (2) 

lhe central motif , r ecurring throughout the poems , of th e 

poet 's cre ative and transforming powe r s; and (3) the psy

c hological tension within th i: poems be tween the forces of 

o r der and disorder, a nd its c ounterpart i n the c ulture of the 

F o r m;:1l ly, Gorni ' s poems still bear evide nce to the 

fo rm.11 h e ritage of the G o lden Age Ibe rian poe try . They 
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employ classical meters and the classical monorhyme, Metri

cally, they also show a greater £lexibility , indicative of the 

weakened hold of the old school , and perhaps the popu-

lari:tation of the genre . Schwa's are inconsistently scanned -

for instance , in the word !i'?;i , which is occasionally 
-: 

counted as two long beats. 

The re are, nonetheless, strong indications of troubadour 

in!}ucnce: The mo·st obv ious is the survival of two lenson 

exchanges, o ne between Gorni and Abraham haBedersi 

(Berlersi ' s ha lf of the poetic- duel is no t extant), and one 

between Gorni and a younger pot!t, Samuel ibn Devash. 

Both Bedersi 1s and Devash's poetry are charact eristic o f 

the highly a rtificial and st r ained pomposity of the didacti c 
45 

school. 

Gorni 1s rougher but more powerful verse stands in 

ext reme contrast to his opponents'. lt suggests that the 

two types nf poets may have travelled in v e ry diffe r e nt 

social circles, despite the dependence of bot:h_on the good-

will uf a social and literary "establishment." Devash's 

response is of inte r e st, less for its poetic value (which is 

slight ) than for its e labo ration of aesthetic critr: ria for the 

writing of poetry. Consistent with the rational, philoso-
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sophical outlook of his J2 er, Yed iah Bedersi, he claims: 

~~l K?1 ',•::,~c K1o l 
.ic::,n 

,Jl 1 0 ::) ,•~;, 1\ J!l 
nc'? y~ 

.ic'?nK 01 1J ~ o~'?c, 
.ic,py 1~, ;,•;in 1n'?J1 

~•J•J~C , p•i ni 1, • ~1 
.,,.~, ini• '?c 1~, 1.i , 

(Man has an analogy for eve r y majo r attr ibute: 
h e is enlightened, and has a r ational soul. 

H~ gove rns each a nd every attribute 
i n poetry as a man does a maid 

His song is eloquent and dearer than pearls , 
jacinth, agate a nd ame thyst 

So, too, the wall of his verse and song - -
without (g u idance). the wall would be c r ooked.) 

(ll.4-7) 

Gorni1 s r esponse disdains the same intellectualized tone , 

and develops the graphic and powerful image of the thresher -

the "goren" from which his name is derived. rle incisive l y 

25 

makes his point: the sou rce o f the poet's creative power lies, 

n o t in adhere nce to a schoolboy' s rules but in the sur ge of 

the ego lo weld words a nd images into meaning, 

Dc vash and Gorni both close their po ems with a short 

!.::! rilc!S of verses, of diffe r ent r h yme from the poetic body, 

reminisce nt of the closing tornada of thl! troubadour poem, 

T hus, in Gorni' s first po em to Deva s h . he concludes : 

;,l•'? ~ J ,~K 'li l,1 o',y;, Kln 'lK •J• 
U7l 

,Jl lY l ill, ~gi n'? , 'J K 1 J l~l1 
.p1'? J ~1 · n • Jil l JK pni• 



( I, I am the fellow, Gorni, exalted in verse 
a nd sublime, father of all who hold the lute and pipes , 

Yitzhak ibn Gorni, a citizen of Luq.) 
(ll, 23-25) 

And Devash wails: 

oiJ• 1,i1 ,, ~J n ,c •Ji,0 oK 
1i ,w 1J 1i,o n, ,,~v K, 

ni • n, ,,nJ ,K ,, •,n : Kin 1• , 
1i,0 nJw, ,nniJ0 n•J ,~ 
-i ;, v, Kin •,n , ~n 7J,1 1K 

.1i,J 1,111 Jl ~ Kin 01J•n 1, 

(If the a ngels o f death in th e Jebusite thresher 
haven't lo11t their s tre ngth, they will surely stay the r e 

It' s a judgment: Strike him! don't select this as 
a house o f res t, in which to sojourn 

Your thresher has become the worst of a ll! and the thre 
sher of the Jebusitc the tr ue and proper thresher,) 

(11 , 23-25) 

Troubadour motifs, too. appear in Go r ni's poemb, How

ever, they are nol directly transferred, but reworked to his 

needs. The subject of Gorni's verse is not love, or the lady, 

but lhe cities he visits, and the citizens who meel him. This 

type of "city poem" has a histo r y i n the Arabic tradition, 

whe re it nften serves as a m e ai s of satirizing the socia l 

46 
conditions of a town. Gorni reapplies seve ral tr aditiona l 

troubadour motifs to describe the reception accorded him, 

and his creative talents , by the townspeople on his route, 

One o f these motifs is that of the lo3engier, those disap-

proving al"ld suspicious characters whose nameless presence 

thwarts love and poetry. These ano nymo us maledic tors seek 
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Gorni 1s ruin greedily: 
cnl,, ,~,i pin~ 111l 

onl•ll 0,•n ?Ji ,,~nl 
J? n1KJ n,, o •~Kiwn 

!OnlKn, ;"ll~•w~ •0 ~j 

(The poet has become his enemies' joke and jest 

and constant mockery 
They gloat fr e ely in their greed 

for who can restrain it, or their lust? ) 
(Draguignan, 11. 1-2) 

? •l t:11:7 1iin Kon •::i 110:- n0 
? • n ,~n n •,: ,n,,,n , ::ivK n 

1JnJ• K?i •,J 1J,n• 
,•n,oK c,•~ !•oy JnjJ 

(Why do my oenouncer s find sin and mis deed in m e? 
ha ve I broken T e sta m e nts, v iolated c ove na nts ? 

"M:iy my riva l s b e a nnihila te d and unwritten 
in my pe ople ' s r ecords , " I c o nstantly say!) 

(A pt, ll. 6-7) 

? n1ll0 Kl ~ K 1K1 OllK lK ? 
!n,11~ n, , ? j? o •w,,~ .,, 

( T o w ho m s h a ll I flee , a nd whe r e s hall I find r e fuge? 
the y a r e l a ying a s na r e fo r m e on all side s!) 

(Fou r Ke hillot, l. 1) 

:l t'Ytl •:, 1"' ;"10 
nr~, no::i, o,~ w· K •,nKi 

0•1, , 0, •7y o•,~ ,p ,wpJn 
? o•,n ~ ? 1r 'JtKJ Kl 0?Y';"I 

(Wha t's with you tlu t yo u c ry out 
and burn in pursuit after a q uiet, trusting man? 

Whil e the y co n s pire against m e and rebe l 
s h a ll fe a rful vo ices rise to my ears ? ) 

(Luq , 11. 1-2) 
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,nJl O'J''' 'Klp0 nJ, 

(The slander of my envious ones is like dogs barking) 
(Luq #Z, l, Z9) 

Gorni1s references to women portray a female counte r -

pa rt to the losengiers, a highly unchivalric approach. They 

a re d es tructive forcea in the poet's universe. They only 

bring upon him new a ccusations: 

~Ol n,oaK ,Kil, :i,oK• 
jnJ,•? ,,,t •JK ,on 

niJK ,,,ln ., ,lp~ 'lK 1 
!onJ•,v ~l,K 01,nJ OK 

(They say, Like an adulterer I watch for night, 
l remembe r the favo r of their dove -

But I would flee to the ends of the earth 
if I have even m e t their fine lady in a dre .1m!) 

(Draguignan, ll. 13-14) 

•J~ p• ,•~p ~ , pvle 0?1K 
l n10n n1J•1v ·~,J :c • ,01Kn 

, niK;9 1·n?Kl ~K ,1 •noKO 'lKl 
n,,J •nJ~ -CKiK c,,n, OK 

iJYK ?p - ool,K o•,,,, OK 
.nJiYnK ?l? - O' JK •,nK ,, 

nl?,l •o •J - l7~ •0~ 1Kip 
.n,,sl •Joi ,n,JJ n,,n 

(Still, I declaim against her nobles 
who say the ir fine lad ies I've desired! 

But I have spu r ned them, hated even seeing them! 
If I see them in a dream, my sleep is disturbed 

If I m e et them o n the streets, I pass by quickly-
If I should g lance back, m a y I turn to a sto ne! 

Call me Peleg, for in my time, divided 
is womankind, and parted from me.) 

(Aries, 11,4-7) 

In both cases, Gorni links women to the world of the dream, 

which represents, fo r him, another type of threat to the poet, 
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In cont rast, the love lyrics of the t roubadour s ofte n po rtray 

the dream as a r ealm transcenJant o f social circumstance 

(represented by th~ losengier), a meta- r eality where the 

love r s are free. For Gorni, the dream, and the loseng ie r , 

take o n a psychological dimension of internal forces of oppo

sition. The centrality of the poet' s ego fo r ces all elements 
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of the poem (note th e frequency of first person verbs!) to 

revolve a bo ut h im, and even figure as the elements of an 

interior unive r se. Even actual historical circumstance s -- the 

war menti0ned in l. 32 of the poem to Peqignan -- appear as 

threats to the poet's abilit y to c r eate un ity and order . 

T he poeL1 s joy in his ability to c r eate is a m o tif wh ich 

pe rmeates the troubadour literature. The power of the poet 

li e s in his capacity to crt:at e lo \.e a nd verse, a new reality, 

e ven language (Guillaume 's nonsens e refrain, "babariol, babariol , 

baba rian , " ) He is a god in his poetic univ'-rse, Gorni 1s a ttitude 

towards his creative powers is morf. ambivalent and tormented, 

than the joyous st r ength of the Christian poems. I sha ll treat 

this theme mon: fully later, but I shou ld like to call attention, 

in this considerat ion of the adapta t ion of troubadour motifs, to 

his use of one significan t word - " 7!l n " - to turn. to become, 

to transfo r m, 



Gorni' s use of the verb" 1'"•" while hardly excessive, 

be trays the confl icting forces at work in the poet' s a ttempts 

to c r e a te, While he s truggles to maintain control of h is 

poetic universe, the force s of decay and disi ntegration con -

front him at every step. This negative creative transmu ta

tion threate n s the very tools and suppo rts of the poet's trade: 

0•,13 '?ip'? • ., , J,, •~,n 
.on Jp'? - •J1 1v, , c•,~,n 

(My drum and lute to a voice of we eping 
have turned, and my pipes to thei r lament.) 

(Draguignan, l. 6) 

n• n~o'? ·'?v ,,~nl nny, 
. n iJ,~~ onJ ,,,vl c·JnK 

(But now they have b eco m e my destroyer , 
these fad e d loves. which we r e untrue .) 

(T h e Nightmare. 1.10 ) 

Oo 'O K • jJK 1 on • nK , 
? •'? • ~~ o•J• , ~ ,,,nl •S 7•Ki 

(The y a r e my brothe rs, and I mrse lf their brother -
s o how did my d e fend t: rs b e come my e nemies?) 

(Pe rpigna n , I. 19) 

7~n J 7K .,,,., ~~., ny • 0 ·1 
• -,10 , vn •p'?o yJ • '? 

( l\nd I saiah, the c hie f of my pursue rs, has now beoome 
my Ama lekite , and an E g yptian lad) 

(Luq 11 2, l. 30) 
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ln a ll but o ne of the abo ve, th e vtirb is passive, a nd counter 

acts the poet ' s active a bility to c reate and tra n s form. The 

vulne rabil it y suggested by the pre sence of the losengier is 

a m p lified by its r e lation to the language of being and transformation. 



ln one particular poem, Gorni' s vocabulary implies a 

strong familiarity with the troubadwr ethic. Once again, 

though , he reapplies it, taking words conveotionally asso

ciated with love a nd love-lyric , and using them for something 

e lse . This is the second poem to ibn Devash ("Luq #2 '" ). 

whe r e Gorni takes the word "', • l " - joy - a nd its gramma• 

tical pe r mutations to describe the vindictive r ejoicing of his 

enemies, and h is equally vindictive r ejoicing ove r them: 

•JI( , .:iv ':- ::i ,., n·- , t ',1:-z1 1< 

•,v · =v ',•1 : ',:i 1< · ~1< ·~:, 

(He shall a lway,; have a cluster of bitterness 
while I ea t honey in joy with the honeycomb) 

(Luq ff 2, l. 25) 
-,H,, ,:r·- · -- ,~ p', ·l· ::n 

(I n vain my enemit:s will r ejoice, emptyhanded ... ) 
(Luq # 2, 1. 28) 
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What a strange permutation of the Provenfal "joi ! " Eve n m o r e 

s triking is the transfe r o f a standard love image, in th e samt: 

poem : 

7n, ,,~,x x·:n.:, 7 J1~', =i ~J 

~-p~ 1•J•91 , 1 • ',9 •, • 1"' '~ 

(With the scou r ge of yo ur tongue , blacken h im , and 
the arrow 
of your song fire upon him, that bis eyes 
be pierced.) 

(Luq # 2, 1.14) 

Herc is the conventional in,age of love shooting her ar r ows , and 



pie r cing her hapless v ictim through t he eyes. But, agai n , 

to what use it is turned! 

The sour c e s of Gorni1s la n g uage a r e la r gely b iblical, as 
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was standard, with seve r al rabbinic e xpr ession s ( .,, , ,,_, y , rn I y 

a nd the paraphrasin g o f a line from P i rke Abot). S eve r al 

riddle-forms, and pr ove r bs, a r e also used. In add ition, it 

seems likely tha t ce rtain usages , as I have tried to s how , come 

from the cou rtly vocabula r y. 

The c r ea t ive force of the poet is a central theme fo r 

Go rn i . The poet become s the v ital force which brings 

poetry to life. If poetry was a s tring o f pearls , as so o fte n 

depictt!d b y t he poets of the Go lden and Silver Ages , the n the 

poet was the s tring ho lding them togethe r, To Gorn i . his powe:-

seems nothing short o f r e d e mptive, as h e breathes life into 

the assemblage of poetic bones a nd fl esh . Thus. in the poem 

to Arles, Gorni decla r es tha t poetry's s urvival is dependent 

up!>n him; with his d e ath , she shall d escend to the underworld 

with him: 

!•o?npnz, ,•J , .:i• , •:Jnn ',K 
? ~ 1 ~K ~ ~ ~?~ ~,Ji ~1 1 J ~c, y ·- ! • 

•,nK · nK, , • n •, i9J K• n • J 
. n,~, n9,~• 7onJ1 ~,K ~ J 
(Dori' t ha nd me ove r , God , into the hand of my enemies! 

why, when J am lost, s h ould verse be lost , too? 
For s he lives while I live , and will come with me , 

after m e , 
to s pread h e r c ouch in the dark of Sheol.) 

(A rles , U. 12- 13) 



And in the poem to Bedersi in Perpignan, he proclaims: 

,•~ 11JJ 1,• •,nK - •~10J 
• ',',n 1J, •!JoKn ci • J 

(When I die, the glory oi' song will descend with me, 
the slain will be many, the day I am gathered in!) 

(Perpignan, l. 55) 
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The poems are the poet 's c hild r e n, his offspring, his "giants," 

o r , sarcastically inverted, " low o nes:" 
K'Dl l o, o•;i 1 J10 • o .,K, 

• ', • ~ l • 1 ', • 1 0 J l"O n ;i 1 

Y1lK o•~i ~Kl VlJl ' lK 
'!!lC O'i70 'lK 0110',1 

(Who o f the lofty is exalted and proud , 
a s powerful as the children o f my giants? 

Though I am brought low, I will yet c ut down the high o nes 
a nd place my low on e s in the heights , ) 

(Perptgnan , 11. 50- 51) 

Poetry itse lf holds the power of life and death : 

? ;i1i7•;, c • o • ', :; .,nK ,,ic, 
? o • , i''D;i ,01•~. ~:i~-,., v, 

11',• · ;"IT !'11< •• :IK '.l!l ' J •',1',1 
o•, on ,., ,,tl(l K~ll 'JK 

1n•0;i1 •,•~J 1 · n 1 0• 'D;i 
"!0 '1!l l01 ';"l l" •911• K1pKl 

(Look: can a swampgrass g r ow without wate r ? 
can a dessicated tree bring fo rth almonds ? 

We n ~ it no t tha t in thi s boy lhe father's face 
I bea r , and I remember favors he did for me 

1 wo uld have put him in my song and killed him 
and called on those who know " c ome e ulogize!") 

(Luq , 11. 8-10) 

In contrast, the d efeat of h i s e ne mies is des c ribed as the 

loss of their abili ly to give b i rth: 

119 O ' llll ;,1',', n, t•Kl 
•', •!ll ' J ' Y ltn• K', ,1Kl 

(The players will no longer have stre n gth to give birth 
the e yes o f t he unbo rn shali no t s e e the light.) 

(Perpignan, 1. 57) 
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o•~T, cJ~~ nn,n ,~K, 
!n,~~ n, 1••, o•n,,v, 

(If their belly has conceived such lies, 
let m e bereave them, so they can't give birth!) 

(Four Kehillot, l.11) 

The image is deve loped in a description of his enemies ' 
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h a vi ng given birth, no t t o truth a nd poetry, but " sin" (A des, 1. 40) 

and ''lies" (Four Kehillot, 1. ll). In distinct cont rast, the 

power of true poetry is r edem,ptive: 

iJn•~c 'l7l ~~ ye K? 
nn~•y, ,,J 7, K~ v, · 

(Since the arr tval of Go rn i, our savior, neither 
dad<ness nor exi le has been k nown in the land) 

(Aire, l, 3 ) 

The poeti c act is furthe r assoc iated with images of vi r ility -

the arrow, flowing wate r . the pen. T h e goren - thresher -

also assumes the magica l power to stop the Angel of Death in 

its teeth. The ima ge acquires redemptive dimensions, which 

are amplified by the poet's assurance in the poem to Perp t gnan· 

, ·n·,~ ·~ ~~,lK ,•nil? 
'?lKl ~x n, ~c •n, ?n , 

(I shall wave to the ir scatter ed parts, for 1 have ran
somP.d them 

and eased the path for those I have r-edeemed.) 
(Perpignan, L 4) 

The r ecur ring pattern is that of uniting co~.1posite parts into 

an ar-ray of meaning. The image has formidable r-esonances 

in Gorni's time, Since the Golden Age in al-Andalus, Hebrew 



and Arabic poets had employed the image of the poem as a 

s tring of pearls assembled by the virtuosity of the poet. 

Gorni evokes this image when he says 

f~VK ,• w •J•J ~ ,,tl ·,v 
•;~ ; ,10 •J•J~ j•,~K K,l 

(I shall set the pearls of song onto your crown : 
I won't c ast my pearls before these fools!) 

(Perpignan , 1. 52) 

He deftly fuses the same concept , of the poet assemblin g 

sca ttered parts into a whol e , with the redemptive image of 
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the Messiah reassembling the sc.al.tcred people (see p. 34 above ). 

Thus , we see, that whe n he pleads, i n the poem to Draguigna n , 

that his enemies be denie d a ''Sukkah" i n J erusalem, he is 

pleading, not o nly that they s h all not be r edeemed , but tha t 

they be denied tha t ''gathe ri ng" which bestows direction a nd 

meani ng. It may have Kabba list ic ove rto nes , too. Accordi ng 

to Kabbalistic teaching, the vessel wh ich contain ed the divine 

light was shatte r ed a l C r eation, a nd its fragments flung to all 

parts of the world. The coming of the Messiah, and Redemption, 

were dependent upon the gathering of those shards bac:k into 

a whole. 

The Chr istian world, too, saw the earth as an orde red 

clockwork of parts. A divine conception of order p e rmeated the 

universe , from the workings of the s tar s and planets in their 



appropriate spheres, down to the minutely classified and 

ordered r a nks of human, a nimal, plant a nd mine ral matte r . 

(The same notiun is found in the ten sephirot, the ten spheres, 

of the Kabbalah, ) The ''G r eat Chain of Being" gove rned the 

universe, and everything was kept in its place. God was 

the magnetic force al the center of this concentric order . 

And Go r ni, too, who compares himself often and immodestly 

to the Divine Creator, s tands at the center of his universe of 

words. and their governing order. 

Gorni also utilizes architec tural motifs. and the deploymt!nt 

of architecturally evocative (biblical ) verses. How c onsLious he 

was of this prefe re nee for biblical locii is impossible to deter

mine . (In gene r al. he shows a prefere nce for the " romance" 

na rratives of Kings and Samuel, the P salm literature. Isaiah 

a nd particularly .Job.) Curiously. the poet appears not so muc h 

as the architert as the building itself, the assembled order of 

parts, which must be pro te c ted against invading forces. The use 

of the verb II T'., ~ " - "break in," "invade'' - pervades his 

p tJem.;;. One ha s only to think o f the m e tic ulously hie r archized 

architec ture of the Cathedral. which would have been a pro

mine nt feature o f Gorn1 1s landscape, to realize that edi fices 

of woud and stone would have emanated the same message of a 

multitude of parts harmonized into a whole. The poet ' s power 
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is superior to the builder' s, because he can create 'sorrething 

o ut of nothing' (Guillaume 's 11farai un vers mi dretz nien11 ). 

It is a mark of the genius of this poet that he displays this 

metaphoric analogy in bis own unique way. In the second poem 

to ibn Devash, it is the image of the thresher , catching and 

a rresting Death in its grasp. Or , in the frighte ning poetic 

image of Gorni's disso:ction and subsequent transmutation into 

totemic relics. there is a n i-r1version of the image, a k ind of 

inverted c r eativity. and a testimony lo the immortality o f 

tht: creative urge, In this vis ion of posthumous destiny, the 

poet shall be dismembered, a nd the va rious segments of his 

body, alon g with his pe n, tlH" planks of his coffin, and even 

the maggots consuming hi s body, shall b e worshiped as relics 

o f milgical potency (see , Dra1,tuignan, 11. 20ff, and virlually the 

ent irety of the poem Schirmann calls "the Nightmare 11
) . This 

is completely consonant with the poet• s image o f poetry dying 

with him. For if t he poetic act is the assembling of parts 

into a meaningful whole - the stringing of a necklace of pearls -

his d ea th sr?ips the string, and all fragm~nts return to a 

m~aninglcss diso rder. 

(The powerful image of posthumous dismemberment had 

its sour ce i n historical r ea lity. It was not only Jews who 
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!clt uneasy about dying in exile. But, many did die 

outside of their homelands, and the technology of the 

times prevented the efficient return of their bodies for 

burial. The medieval mind took recourse in what will seem 

to us an extrcmt! solution, dismembering the body, boiling 

the pa rts and r emoving the bones. The bones were buried 

on the spot, and the boiled appendages shipped home Co r 
47 

interment. Such a Cate came to no less a p e rsonage than 
48 

Aquinas. 

The polarization between urge and demiurge, poetic will 

and misdirec ted passion , o rder and chaos, fills Gorni's poems 

with tension. The tension ls of s eve r al t ypes. It is linguistic -

fo r example in the suspended srntax o { 

(those faded loves , which were untrue) 
(The Nightmare, l. 10) 

or linguistic and imag1stlc, as in the tortured syntax and 

startling polarity of heat and snow, desire and death: 
')~n• ;, i ', •';,J •pon on:i ,n.,p 

.,,,. • r iv ', y ,..,v,, ,.,,.J 
(Ice, in the heat of. my desire at night , strips of.£ 

my garment, and snow falls on my bones.) 
(Aries, 1.10) 

It is also emotional tension, wrought by the first two, and 

reinCorcetl by the to r ment of the poet facing the obstacles lo 

hi.,; c reating. r a nging from social and econnmic pressures to 
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the s heer ignorance and s tupidity cf his a udience (cf. Perpignan, 

l. 59). 

Yet, in the world of the poem, even what are clearly 

externa l phenomena -- tax officials, slande rers, untrue 

wome n a nd boors -- take o n the quality o f psychological forces 

o f o ppositio n. The arena is set for a psyc homachia ; the 

poet ic ego struggle s to s usta in creativity and c reative o r de r 

a mong t he forces o f des truc t ion , death and decay. 

The lyric form in general lend s ilself to this lype of psycho

loiica l c rit:-::ism, bec ause of its essentia l egocentr ic ity a nd 

first-person expos itio n , a nd because of its r e fin~d degree of 

emotiona l sensitivity. Gorni portra ys a man a t war with 

Crealion -- in b oth its social a nd a rtistic m a nifestation s . Mis 

e nemies do no t a pp r eciate his a rtistic worth. They deny 

h im his te nuous live lihood. They hostilely b lock hi s a ccess 

to o ther poets . They a ccuse chim o f squandl.! r ing hi s e nergies 

on untrue lov1;1s and secretive trysts; he has not been attentive 

to true love, the e nno bling passion a nd motivatio n o f the courtly 

e thic. Crea t ivi ty, which should be pictured as a 'putting 

toge tl,~r. 1 a harmoniz ing of c le m e n s, i s o.:ou nte rcd with images 

o f dismembe r ment a nd J isintegration. T h e poet s trains s im ul 

taneously (or opposite extr emes: vengeance and Lranqullity, 
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immortality and death . 

.About h im, mutab ili ty r eigned in the destiny of men. 

If literature expresses the will of a r istocrat ic society, it 

s t ill survives by society's caprices. The forces o f diso r de r 

a r e always j ust o utsid e the walls. Moses ibn Ezra w r ites of 

poetry wh ile lamenting the sack of Co r doba . and Halpe r 

inrroduces his He brew translatio n of the work with a mirro r in g 

reClection o n t h e G r ea t War ·raging and destroying as h e s trug

gles to create. We, too. can testify to no bette r r eco rd . a nd 

tha t is why. perhaps , Gorni's wo r k r everbe rate s f o r cefu lly, 

no t only in its own c ultu ral con tt!xl , but in ours as well. In 

the end , it was no t the psycholo_gical enemies which most 

threatened. The poet sang . Gorni was nearly los t to the 

fo r ces of hum-'ln-wrough t disorder, The r e is, ho pe full ~,. a m o r al 

in the " n early" -- tha t the urge lo c r 1::a t e is i ndeed tra nscendant. 

It is pa rt of th;? hope o f this paper, i n beginn ing t he restorat ion 

o ! hi•s w o r k. to further the r estoration of tha t visio n. 



EDITI ONS 

Gorni's poems survive in a single manuscript, No, 128 of 

the Munich collection , in the Munich lib r ary, and several 

epigrams in Gunzburg mss.167 and 288, now in the Hebrew 

Un iversity in Jerusa lem, In his ent ry on Gorni in th e Histoire 

<!!:_ ~ litteraturt:,., , Ernest Rcnan no tes the possibi l ity of 

m-:>re Gorni material being in tht: Firkovitch collection, but 

a note a t the back of tht: book indicates that the material was 

in co rrectly identified, (This is fort unate for Gorni, since 

the Firkovitch collt:c tion, in Moscow, is now largely inacces

sible to Western scholars.) Munich No. 128 is a fou rteenth 
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century manuscript, in which Gorni's poerns appear sandwicht:d 

between two essays o n scientific subjec ts, in th u ha nd of a 

s o m ewhat deficient copyi s t. According to R6nan. Steinschneider's 

was the first attempt Lo wo r k with th..: poet r y. He identified the 

p'>el of th t: Munich copy with the poet of the sam e name men-

tio nud by Bedersi 49 and assembled a n edition o f three poems 

for pub lication in Pollack's Ho lem T o knit , published in Amster

dam in 1865. Pollack, however, never published a complete 

uditio n, l eaving it to Neubauer to produce an 1873 a rticle con 

taining t he poems to Aries, Aix, two poems to Manos -4ue, 

C a rpe nlras, A pt, Draguignan and the exchange with ibn Devash. 
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In Volume 31 of the Monatsschrift fur Gesch ichte u nd Wissen -

scha!!._ des Judentums (Breslau, 1882) , pp. 510- 523, Gross repr o-

duc ed the b ody of poems not contained in Steinschneider. Curious l y, 

Davidson's listing of manuscript e ditions omits the Steinschneider 

work altogether. 

The bulk of modern attention to Goroi must be c redited to 

Schirmann. Six poems, included in the Gross edit ion, appear 
50 

in hi s anthology of Proven~al and Sephardic m e diev ... l verse. 

Excerpts from these a11d o ther poems appear in Fre nc h transla-

tio n in Schlrmann' s 1949 a rticle in Lettrcs Ro manes, V.ol. 3, pp. 

175-200. Haberman has ri·cently prorluced seve r al of the poems; 

unfortunatdy, I was unable to procu r e his e ditio n befo re the com-

ple tio n of this papcr. An incompl e te ve r sion of the p:>em to 

A rles, and "Th<: Nightma r e" appear in Hebrew and Eng l ish 

translation in the new P e nguin Book ~ f Hebrew Verse by T . Ca rm i 

(Pe nguin, 1981, pp. 397-400). Thus, much of the work in this 

pape r is 1..nduplica ted e ls e where. The need fo r a c ritical edi tion 

of the e ntire corpus. and translation of same, is long ove rdue. 

The e ditions of Gross and S teinschneide r are h ighly unsatisfacto ry 

a nd require careful scrutiny a nd emendatio n. Even if w e do 

no t con c ur with his e valuation of Gorni, R~nan's century old 

lament i s i;till essenti a lly valid: 



it s~rait bien il dlsi r e r qu'on publiat la collection 
complete de ses oeuvres venues jusqu'a no us . A 

cle'faut de tres-haute po~sie, on y t r ouve rait un 
tableau parfait de la vie interieure de la societe 
juive du midi de la F r a nc,.,, dans la deuxieme 
m o iti e du xii:F siecle. 51 
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To the "Four Kehillot11 

l. To whom shall I flee, and whe r e shall I find refuge ? 

they are laying a snare for me on all sides I 

Aha, Gorni I who else get s such scorn and ridicule, 

such woe - - just you, you wretched soul! 

When the money's run out, and there's no meat to pourish, 

then in quakings dear life shall perish! 

Yet surely my redeemer bequeathes a nd e nriches 

and r eturns losses to the owne r s -

5 And he's my salvation i n trouble, too , 

a shelter against the day of doom! 

48 

The poem appears as ll404 in Schirmann's collection. It i s also 
found in G ross, p. 5 14, under thl! heading: ''And this is what he sent 
to the community of the 'Four Kehillot1

•
11 

2 . you wretched soul - literally, you plundered soul. The word is 
usually used biblically with respect to land. 

3. dear life shall perish - my translation i s at variance with the 
O'leaning implied by Schirmann, who notes, n • , ~ 1 ;, : ;,, , on;, 
i. e . , the body (corpse) shall perish, 

4. redeemer - Schirmann notes, • ;,',K : • ',i, 1 i. e ., my 
Redeemer (God). It seems to me mo r e probable that a human 
redeemer - the patron - is implied. This patron may be the 
"Judah" of the last vt!rse. 

5-6 . shelte r; wall of brass - Many of the biblical uses are connected to 
c ity or building images, perhaps re-sounding the opening picture 
of the poet as an architectur al edifice . This raises the intriguing 
question of whether the choice of vocabula r y is deliberate, or 
s imply the result of a subconscious association. The question is 
of some interest, since Gorni1s vocabulary often concentrat es on 
a certain biblical locus or locii. The David/Saul stories of the 
books of Samuel and Kings are a frequent reservoir of worde. Since 



In vain, my pursuers draw c lose to make me weak; 

I shall stand like the walls of b r ass! 

And should they touch my song, he shall scourge them 

as one who defiles Temple vessels l 

My pride, they plotted to lower and debase, 

my honor, among the nobles and commoner s. 

(Even if all the stars of heaven were to 

a cclaim me, the y c ould not utter all my glory ! ) 

10 They'd call me a fal s e , unfaithful fellow, 

a g rea t s inne r, whose crime i s weighty. 

lf thei r belly has concl!ived s uch lie s , 

let m e bereave l hlc!m, so the y can't g i ve bir t h! 

And if the y ' r e c r eating a tumult bec ause of Isa iah, 

s ho uld Issac s ta r t shaking? 

these s tories also cons titute the clo s e st biblica l a nalo gue to 
c hiva lric- lite r a tur e , lhey m a y have e njoy ed a n extra popularity 
at this time. 

6 , wall o f brass - cf. J e r. 1: 18. 

49 

7 , temple vessel s - i.e., the sacred tools of worship, the implements 
connected with the worship servic e . 

8 . noble s and commone r s - a n 1er iemus, i . e, , among both high and 
lo w. 

9. a c c la im me - the He bre w ha s ''me" (in the common form " my s o ul) 
in the first hemistic h e , I have tra n sposed it for the sake of the 
Engli s h s ynta x . 

10. unfaithful - the He bre w word vn::,llis also evoked in Lev . 5: 2.2-2.3, 
w hic h conce rns the r e turn of l o s t obj e cts (see v. 4, above). 



And wher e are the w ond e rs of his mouth in ver sification s 

when he's clamoring gr ace with those mighty ones? 

The tax ministers woul d like to trample o n me. 

At the taskmaster's voice, I am seized w i th trembling. 

15 Before the court, I offe r my petitions 

and plead with the due official: 

Wingless, see if the hawk can fly -

without pinion or fea ther, can the sto r k? 

When I am speaking, may my lord str e ngthen me 

On that direful day, my soother Judah! 
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12. Isaiah - the m s . , and Gross ' s copy ind icate a lacuna . Schi rmann 
has inse r ted the name haiah , evidently assumin g that the 
Isaiah (ibn D evash) of the Luq tenson is iott!nded. 

13. grace - o r, thanksgiving. 
mighty ones - See, "Ferpi .;11:..c," note to verse 8 . 

l 6 . see i f .•• - the ve rb and syntax identify t h is as a standard riddle 
fo r m . Riddle poems, epigrams a nd proverbs were a genre of 
medieval poe try, and are found in t he works of Hallory, ibn Gabi.rel, 
and ibn Ezra, to name a few . In her article, 1i•v:n, i•n::, nioJ'," 

.169'v April 1980 , 31 - 30 nii!I0n 11 onp::,i1 •o•.:i n•i.:ivn n,•n.:i 
Tovah Rosen-Moked describ es four common n ddle forms , o ne of 
whi...h is c harac te r ized by its beginnin g, (or, som e gramma-
tical variant of , and followed by the conundrum. 

17. quaking - cp. II Kgs. 23:18, where the expression is " l e t no man 
move ( v• 2'}his bones. ' ' The idea follows through with the 
rest of the ve r se . The Gross copy has '1 •',n • "transfe r ", 
whic h Schirmann has e rne nded lo r•',rr "delive r' '. In eithe r c ase 
tho intention is similar . The form, rn z,~v r•'?n, is fo und a l so 
in the Rosh Hodesh liturgy, where it figuratively connotes 
"salvation". The first words o f t he versu are still dific- ult, t hough: 
does " dis turb 11 refer to a posthumous or l iving s ta te? 

18. direful- a secondary meaning i !. the Christian f f! te days, whi ch clearly 
we r e days of distress for the beleaguered Jews in their midst. 
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To Apt 

1 passed by the raconteurs I troupes 

yesterday, I went seeking in the land of musicians 

My hand mastered the lute, and at 

my right, my strings to the instrument I tied, 

and pl ayed: Perhaps as I take joy, it will 

ease the bitter of hea rt - - so I sang a song. 

It not in my days, after my death m ay they find 

song, after I a m buried on Mt. Nebo. 

The poem appears as ff405 in Schirmann (p. 476, Vol. IV), and in 
G ross, p . 513, with the heading " And to Apt, he said:" 

2 , mastered - literally, "my hands cultivated", c f. Is.48: 13. 
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3 , p e rhaps it will profit the bitter of heart - Da vidson's thesaurus 
of proverbs a ttributes a similar e pigram to Yediah (ha Penini' 
Bedersi, the son of Abraham haBedersi, whose vitti'olic exchange 
wi th Gorni is still extant ( see, further on, "Perpignan" ). The 
proverb is: 11 , ,•tz1 pinz, • ,,,i'l1Di1 :l'? ,z,• ,wKJ" 

(when the poet is bitter c f h eart, his song is sweet. ) Dan Pagis, 
i n his book(1976 ,0•'?tz11,• ) ~ n, • tz1:1 n,,00, tz11i • n 
cites a contemporary of Gorni1s, the poe t Va-lqiera (around 
12 ~i,, , 'D • n y n ZH1 • :l ', i1 I< 1 il' 1 , -, -, 1 'D ti ', It 17 • It 1 1 -, Y 11 1 • It , -, 1 D It " 
(Say, how shall a man treat the poet, who gladdens the heart 
when he sin gs) (p. 179) . 

4 , Mt, Nebo - the burial p lace o f Moses, The exact site, of course , 
is unknown, but t he mountain was. Gorni sees himself as the 
Moses of poetry! 



5 "Should a prophet of song like Gorni arise, let him be 

sacred, don't touch him! 11 I was told. 

Why do my denouncers find sin and misdeed in me? 

have I b r oken Testaments, violated covenants ? 

"May my rivals be annihilated and unwritte n 

in my people's records," I constantly say! 

The Amalekite is my bane; be stalks to pursue me. 
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I will curse him like Shimi: I will scuttle along after him, 

Should a celestial host a r ise and pursue me, 

would I quail, would I now be frigh tened? 

10 The time fo r sighing has scattered and passed, 

Now I am c r owned with years o f rest like a jewel. 

5 . Should •.. arise - S chi rma nn has emended the line conside r ably. 
See his note, The biblical i·eference is, aga in, to Moses. 

7, unwritte11 , . • r ecords - c f. Ezek. 13:9. 

8. Shi :'ni - see Sa. l 6: 5 ff. This image of the skulking maledicto r 
is a strange one for our h e ro to invoke. The verb ~ n,!>v , 
which I have translated as "scuttle", is a biblical hapoxlogomenon 
( 11 Sa. 16: l 3 ), as is the hithpa 'el form of , V'1 (Dan. II:40). 
T h e selec tion of r are words suggests Gorni I s knowledge of the 
Bible was more than rudimentary, and probably quite extensive. 
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1 shall be a lo rd forever, even if I am swept 

from the honored sanctum like a locust o r g rasshopper! 

Oh earth! go gently with me, and the gentle people of Apt -- and go 

gently 

with those devotees of love I remember. 

By the Lord 's temple, and service, I swear , 

1 would not betray them, and I have not lied! 

The breath of my song shall brush ove r their faces, 

I shall not even let a ha ir of their flesh flutte r ! 

11. ;f I,amswe pt • .• grasshopper - 1 have had to transpose within 
the hemistiches . The syntax is literally "even if from the 
sanctum/honored, like a l c-cust o r grasshopper I am swept. " 
Schirmann indicates a variant meaning fo:· ., • :l, - " place," 

L2, 1,0 gentl y •.• g e ntly - the punning on "Apt" is impossible to 
translate, but very beautiful. The expression "go gently" ( ott'> ) 
is almost identical in sound to the city name, Apt ( 0! ) - · 

13. 1 swear - my addition , The Hebr ew oath formula t io n does not 
require words . 



15 They met me trembling, the could not stand 

they looked and shared in what I'd do ne 

Some proffered their delicacies to my mouth 

I d r ank their wine to intox ication 

I dwelled amo ng them like a k ing amid s t the troops 

Reclining on them, I was glor ied, 

They loved me freely, I shall love them 

foreve r , for they have chosen as I chose! 
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15 sha r ed in what I ' d done - • n,?:i , t•I( - lite r ally, what I investi -
gated, m o re colloquially pe r haps - 'checked out" , thus where I 
had been and all my doings. Schirmann not~s - i!lnntHI. 

16. to intoxication - literally , "and I became drunk . " 

l 7. reel ining o n them - the image is on e of the Ung r eel ining on 
his servants in majesterial dominion, cf. II I<ings 5: 18 , 7: 2, 7: 17, 



To Draguignan 

The poet has become his enemies I joke and jest 

and constant mockery 

They g loat freely in thei r greed 

for who restrains i t, or their lust? 

They trust in their wealth; while I am a humble d 

wanderer, they are under their fig trees . 

I am wretched; they, like a watered garde n, 

rise a nd flourish in their garden beds. 

5 Keep their shelter out of 'Salem t 

don't l et them build their dwellings on Mt, Z ion! 

My drum and lute to a voice of weeping 

h a ve turned , and my pipes to their lamen t. 

The poem a ppears in Sc hirmann as #407, pp. 481-482, Vol. IV, 
and Gross, pp. 513-514, with the heading: 

And to Draguignan h e said: 
Children of Draguignan, may you have neither d e w nor 

rain nor fields -
for there was the shield of haGorni besmirched; let the 

h eavens 
fight to take reve nge: 

l. ha& become - the wo rd s technically belong to the second 
hemistich. 
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s. lthelt~r • literally, 11~u"'k.kah:1 the cano py of -R.edemptior~. 'Salam
Jerusalem, The poet seeks to deny them redemption. 



Let my good rame in their mouths 

be absent as Rabbi Meir's in the Mishnah! 

Woe to the day I sojourned in a place 0£ jackals! 

woe to the day 1 dwelled in their domain! 

Would I might live at the eod of the seas -

I would roam far away from the ir province! 

10 They would seek me in their chambers, 

they would have me a lurker at their c orner 

7. Rabbi Meir's - given credit for the anonymous dicta 
and editing of the second century l e gal compilation 
called the Mishnah. 
the Mishnah- literally, ''their" Mishna h, but the p r o
noun is clearly intended for the sake of the rhyme. 

IO. They - the infamous and omnipresent losengier, see 
my note to 1.17 of the poem to Aries. In the trouba
dour lyrics , they slander the lovers and thwart their 
trysts. 
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Or turning at night to young men 

following my lust - - so they believe! 

T he y say, Like a n adul terer I watch fo r night, 

1 remember th e favor of their d ove -

But 1 would flee to the e nds of the earth 

if I have even met the ir fine lady in a dream! 

I a lmost await my day of death, 

my name shall b e lost, and their- c omplaints cease, 

15 Bu t their day nea r s , and then I ' ll find them 

beneath me, with the advent of their holy d ays! 

My hope i s in the end o f days; in life , 

I'll hearke n, and have my £ill of the ir barbs 

11. fo llowing my lust - literally, ''str aying after ,ny heart. '' 

12, dove - i . e., the lady, perhaps sarcastically . 

13, dream - s imila rl y exp r essed in 1. 5 of the poem to Arlee. 
T he dream image is thus restricted to a deni~ t of vis ion 
a r;.ther unusual inversion of the yearn ing plain tiveness 
with which many troubadour s invest it. 

15. beneath me- the image may be intended to suggest the 
medieval Wheel o f Fortune , whose arbitrary turn reverses 
the high and low. 

16. my hope- Schirmann has emended Gross 1 s " '"l:>'7 " - my 
r eward, which seems a lso acceptable. 
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What a r e their deeds, or who a r e their fathe rs ? he 

that s ho uld be their protector and shield? 

I '11 curb my tongue, while time 

and season still play thei r way. 

If onl y the heathens would hea r my songs , 

l would arouse their understanding! 

20 How I fear the day of my death 

lest they make of me their icon! 

F r om the n o n , they' ll cease offering to an idol 

and bu r n their incense to me. 

19. heathen s - Schirmann interprets this as a reference to 
the Christians. See, also, the followin~ note. 

2.1, idol - literally, to "Gad," a b iblical object of idolat ry . 
Schirmann, again, interprets this as a s lur against the 
Christians, and referring to the Christia n saints. 
The reading 's con sistent with the de r ogatory references 
of the second poem to ibn Devash, w here, in response 
to Dev'\sh's " bow shall a Canaanite slave speak with../ 
a Cree man" (1.13). Gorni retorts, "What' s this vain 
fool that I should cling/ to him? How should a Hebrew 
clin g to a Christian? "( l. ZO). 
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They'll grind my pen for old men 

'there would be virility i n it for their old age! 

Would that they'd gather my words and carve them 

in stone, their forms on tablet 

May my days yet crown me with pleasure 

that they might grant to me their favor! 

22 , grind my pen - an unusual idea, It represents a 
vivid attachment to the totemic power of objects. Freud's 
class essay, "Totem and Taboo," is pertinent here , as 
are contempora r y theories of metaphor and metonym. 
The latter are still outdone by this particular genre, 
whose metonyms function affective ly as well as r e pre
sentationally. 
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To the Adultere r 

What have you to do desiring these strumming maidens? 

do you picture yourself a lo r d over noblewomen? 

Love a hag or an a dulterous woma n --

they' r e fitting for you, and not these maidens! 

Tht! poem appears io Schirmann 1s a nthology as H408 . I have 
bo rrowed his t itle. It also appears in Gross, p. 523. 

60 



The Nightmat"e 

1 I am now about to lament for m.y desire , 

the voice of my drum has already ceased to respond. 

My trespasses have prevented goodness , my frie nd s -

how many sins and transgressions I have I 

My joyful lute has become my mourner 

my pipes, a voice of weeping and lament. 

Wit:h the end of my nesir e , and exhaustion of my appetites, 

the gifts and token s of love h ave ceased, 

The poem appears in Sc h irmann' s antholog y, pp. 483-484, as 
#409. I borrow the title " The Nightmare" from him, It a ppears 
a lso, with an English trans lation , in T, Carrei's rece nt antho
logy, The Anthology ~Hebrew Verse (N. Y., Penguin, 1981) 
and in Gross, pp. 522-523, with the following hea ding: 

Accounted to Gorni the desirer, his l a st passio nale words 
while still in lif.: , and his r emaining year s we re many: 

I, Carmi tr...nslates " I shall now lament my desires , / ; he 
s ilenced beat of my drum." Beca use of t he dative prefix to 
11desire , 11 which i s absent before "drum, 11 I have not made 
"drum" an object of 11latnent. " 

Z, my frie nds - my sUp? orters, my advocates, The poet 
addresses these faithful few in hi s lame nt, 

3. m y joyful lute - cf. Lam. 5:15. 

4. appetites - Carmi translates, "passi on. " See Ps.140:9. 
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5 Day has descended, and the shadows have fled 

No breeze is fluttering in the gardens 

In my heart i s a dread of death -

what hope have I, a dumb jackass! 

But let my desire inflame the world' s foundations, 

and may clouds dwell over my tomb 

And if I die while I am still young, 

may my plaints descend with me to Sheol! 
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5. breeze - litera lly, "spirit, 11 11wind, 11 with its dil'ect Hebrew 
connot:i.tion to the w ind / breath of God " fluttering'' on the 
waters in the Creation s tory. 

6. d umb j ackass - lite rally, " a colt the son of jackasses" 
(Zacharia h 9: 9). 

7. clouds- the cloud o f God' s glo ry hovered ove r the Israelites ' 
A r k thr o ughout their wilde rness journe y. The Hebr ew verse 
has an inver ted g r ammatical symmetry (subject -verb / ve rb 
s ubject), lite rally " h :t my desire the foundat ions of t h e 
world inflame/ a nd dwell upon my tomb the clouds." Carmi 
does not translate th e verb as subjunctive, but future 
definite: " Oh, rny passion will set fir e to the earth' s 
foundation s/ clouds w ill hover above my grave . " 

8 . plaints - i. e,, the poems • 



Once I was a chaser of desires, 

fabled a hellfire among the provinces, 

10 But now they have become my dest?"oyer, 

these faded loves, which were untrue. 

From far away, they shall bring to every peddlar 

the dust of my tomb, to be fine ladies I powder, 

The planks of my coffin shall be for barren women -

so they m ay give birth to sons and daughters . 

My maggot s, let them grind up for the stammerer , 

a nd the mute shall utter seventy tongues , 

9. hellfire - cf, Job 17: 6. Carmi h as " [ my lust} was likened 
to \_ the fire-, of} hell." 

10. Putting the consequen ce before what precipitates it is a 
lovely example of form following sense in the Hebrew. 
The resolution is suspended until the second hemisttch, 
whe1·e we sec the impermanence and mutability of these 
past loves, Carmi emends , loves "which had no virtue 

to them, 11 

Ll. to be • . . powder - Gros s ' s lacunae, "to, •• s11rround(?) fine 
ladies," is emended by Schirmann, similarly adopted by 
Carmi, a nd quoted by Pagis, ••• n, , cc , 1:1,, • n, p . 186, 
as " n, J •, v • p,, 0 11 ', " 

13, seventy tongues - acco rding to legend, after the failed 
attempt to build the Tower of Babel, h uman language 
diverged fron1 one common tongue to the "seventy tongues" 
of humanity, 
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My hair shall be frets on instruments of song 

Playerless, they1ll make beautiful tune s 

15 My girdle shall be an adulterer• s belt 

so he cease adultery and wantoness 

And all my instruments ~mple vessels shall become , 

my vestments for a relic hoarded . 

If only someone would pulverize my bones to dust 

bc,fore they make them into icons I 

14. playerless •.• tun c:s - literally, " they 'll make tunes well, 
with no player . '' The legend refers to l(ing David, whose 
harp would purportedly play of its own accord, when its 
frets were rippled by the garden breeze. However , it 
should be noted that Tristan, too, was famed as a 
harpist, a nd his musical ability had magical affect. 

15. adul tery and wantoness - literally, to commit adultery 
( there is no verb for this in English!) and to be wanton. 
Carmi has " to put a stop to his fo rnicating and whoring . " 

16. The pnn i s hard to duplicate. The Hebrew word • ',:, is 
a gener a l term which doubles for mulical ins truments, 
and vessels or instruments of all sorts, including those 
used in the Temple cult. The implication here is that 
they shall se r ve as Christian relics. Carmi has "all 
my belongings will be declared holy relics." 

17. if only someone - literally, "and who. " 

64 



My sayings shall bring wisdom to the fool , 

to naif and learned, understanding, 

18. naif a nd learned - a merismus is clearly intended, but 
is difficult to litera lly convey. The expression is "to 
the youth and the wise man, 11 The cultural association 
is antithetical to our own, where age is no longer asso 
ciate d with r espect and wisdom, 
understanding - literally, understandings, knowledge, 
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Perpignan 

At the head of all tale-tellers ' songs , I lift my tale , 

as the fathe r of all players . I rouse my pipes. 

I tur n this way and that, and the re is n one 

like me in all the lands! 

I arise to be the solacer of song 

with cornfortings I'll r equite my mourners , 
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I shall wave to their scattered parts, fo r I have r ansomed them 

a nd eased th e path for those I have redeemed, 

General note: The precise biblical allusions of the verses have be1;:n 
appended to the Hebrew text. Those mentioned below are only the 
most essential fo r an Eng lish reader unfamiliar with the biblical 
passages in questio'1. 

l. father ... players - a c cording to the Bible, Tubal-Cain , t h e son 
of Cain (Gen. 4:21). 
~ - the usual translation for ',•',nis "flute. 11 However , it was 
found that many metrical di!fict1lties of the Hebrew were resolved 
by an '~ rhyme, which i s plur al, (o • )',~ ',n may be some undefined 
wind or percussive instrument other than the flute . See, for 
instance, M i shnah Bikkurim 3: 3, where a percussion instr ument 
seems to be intended. 

3, mourners - i. e, , the despairing songs, 

-L scattered parts - again, of poet r y, The image is frequent in Arabic 
verse, where prose is traditionally desc ribed as ' scat te r erl," 
and poetry ' gathered . ' The Moslem poets also described a poem 
as a string of pearls - gathered, obviously, by the poet, 



5 They have appointed me amon g my b rothers as prince 

they have established m e elect among theo+tords , 

I emerged a cypress among the"'briars 

and rose as myrtle 'midst the>lthistles . 

I r e main a lone the prophe t of song, 

my intellect is singled ou t . 

The1·e's no death in me - I ' ll be taken up like Tishbi, 

r aised up like the angels and th~gods ! 

My myriad talents exalt my heart , 

the might of my deeds transpo r ts me! 

l O Who can s tand up to me in song? 

though he ascend like dust, he 'll be dung on my shoes! 

If I rejo ice when the mighty on es sing in cho rus, 

when 1 shout forth, they'll al l b ow a t my feet! 
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5. the lo rds - the asterisks indicate that I h a ve c hanged the literal 
"my " lords to the d e finite article. The "my,'' as in many subsequent 
verses. s eems merely present fo r rhyming purposes , and makes 
littl e contextual sense. 

6. the tho rns , the thistles - see n. 5. 

8 . Tishbi - i.e. , Elijah the prophet, who ascends to heaveL, i n a 
fiery ;:hario t (I Kings 19:4 ff) . 
ange l s and the god s - the god s , see n. 5, The "angels a nd gods" 
could equ all y be "mighty a nd great ones. 11 Both words are 
somewhat eni gm atic, since, like many of the Hebrew terms for 
divine beings. the y also apply to human positlon::1 of power . 



And woe to the wretched land of Provence -

not one of my community seeks out my verse! 

If I have now arisen 

to play well, and these fools hate me -

let them hate me! and then my glory will be greater! 

can such a people tell my praises? 

15 Fat· away, princes mention me, 

all the more those who know well my deeds . 

When I offer my verses to their mouths 

they lust for wate rmelon or scallions! 

On the day my hand lays down my pipes. 

? --------- ----------
Aha! in P r ovence , there are many jealous of me, 

in my own ci r cle , and within my own borders . 

12. woe to - Eccl. 
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13. hate - mo r e literally, " abhor, '' " loathe," but "hate11 seemed mo r e 
in keeping with the tempo of the verse. 

16. their - i.e., to the igno r amuses of Provence, 
~melon or scallions - the rebellious Hebrews in the desert 
reproached Moses for their fare of manna, a, d r ecalled fondly 
the Egyptian diet of watermelon and scallions - cf. Nu. 11 : 5 ff. 

17. the line is corrupt, and • '>'>, nc maybe a scribal dittography, 
as it follows so closely upon • ",•',n 



They are my brothers, and I myself their brother -

so how did my defenders become my e nemies? 

ZO What fault do these fools find i n me? 

le t them te a t me, a nd I'll remove my dross! 

The day 1 abandon and give up on my compan ions, 

should I leave them - I'll burn incense to the *gods! 

For many days, they've gon e without God 's teaching , 

a nd no teacher, woe to them and me! 

They've run after wealth, hysterically, 

they' ve called these ~~misers princes, 

when everything they give is only " possibly, ' 

a drawn- out hope and ' 'maybe , 11 

J'J . defenders - literally, " those who plead for me . 11 

2 1. the gods - see n . 5. 
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23. hysterically - o:i:i', / 11 ;i0n:i - a n uncommon, albeit not ra r e, 
eojabment of the hemi stiches. Literally, " in stupefaction o f 
the heart, 11 11 assourdissement, 11 The Golden Age poets would 
never have broken the hemistiche caesura. By Gorni 's time, 
however, even though enjabment is far from the rule, it is n o t 
an infrequent except ion. 



25 a nd there is none in all the lands (?) - the cup shall pass 

a lso to you, Provence, daughter of my travail -

Lift up your eyes, and see the land Sepha r a d, 

and there, Bedersi, the great ones' darling 

The father of a ll who hold the lute of verse 

the g r eatest o f all who play upon the harp! 

F r om the time the sun comes out east o f your land 

until evening as I await the *shadows, 

I favor your dust, more than the dust of Eden. 

For Beder s i ' s sake, you a r e dear to me, 

30 I have p ined remembering how long i t shall b e 

until I see him, and then I shall prance like a calf! 

25. there is none in all the lands - the meaning is unclear, 
perhaps to imply 'no land escapes its fate - to you, too, 
P r ove"lce, th e cup shall pass • • • 11 
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the c up shall pass - i , e ., your turn will come, cf, Lam 4:21. 
See a l so the second poem to ibn Devash, 
daughter of my t ravail - or, "daughte r o f my sorrow. 11 

26. Se pharad - the Hebrew term for the r egion which becam e Spain; 
m i s takenly derived from Obad ia h 20. 
Bedersi - Abraham haBedersi (i. e . , of a/ziers). poet and 
wealthy patron residing at this time in P e rpigna n. According to 
the vidas links between the poems, Gorni curried Bedersi 1 s favvr 
in hopes of r emunerative appreciation. Bedersi ' s vituperative 
replies. which s urvive, sugges t his wish was somewhat less 
fulfilled . 



Were it not for the wars of the kings and his ministers, 

he would have come if I had drawn him by my cords. 

Just hearing of him, unseen, has made me desire him 

I would have sought him, but I don't know the *path. 

Yet many have told me of his glory, 

young and old have recounted to me. 

If someone could draw his picture for my eyes 

engrave it in red upon my walls, 

35 Then I might look upon it to quiet my groan ings 

and the fevered heart which blazes in my loins! 

Were they to put m e in an iron vise, 

I would say his name and blast my bonds -
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31 . the wars - Schirmann suggests this is a reference to the wars 
between Philip II of France and Pedro III of Aragon, which would 
dare the poem around 1293. 
he would have come •..• - one would expect the pronouns to be 
r eve r sed, i.e., .L_would have come to him. 

3S. groanings - literally, roars. 
fevered - literally, heated. In medieval medical science, there 
were four major bodily systems, corresponding to four humors 
and the four elements. A "heated heart" would be a source of 
emotional disturbance, anger, di&ease, etc. 

36, bonds - •',:1 J are, correctly, flasks or skins for containment of 
fluid. Steinschneider indicates uncertainty about the word, which 
may possibly be •',:1:i, "bonds", 

36 - 37. The 11name' ' has the power to transform the poet• s hypothetical 
situation. Similarly, in 11. 34- 3S, the iconic image of Bedersi 
can transfo r m his emotional distress to a state of calm. Gorni 



Were they to bind me in thick ropes, 

I would surely sever the ~'cords! 

You make your handiwork great, Abram, 

shile the day is short, and the workers idle, 

For tokens between my eyes I shall place them 

on my garments they are the *fringes 

40 But don 't let your heart glory in my submission, 

when l c ry " please, my lord" to you, or "help! " 

my son (?) for my hand has g rown mighty as your hand 

to play, like David, song upon my instrument, 

frequently resorts to metonymic images which retain a to temic, 
affective power. The freq ue ncy of such 'affective meto11yms 1 

a ppear in his extant work is strikin g, and the poetic effect both 
unusual and powerful. See my discussion of Go rni 1s poetic 
techniques, p. 
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38. handiwork - literally, work/deeds of your hands, i . e,, the poems. 
while the day ..• idle - Pirke Abot 2:15. 

39. tokens •.. fringes - the familiar language of Dt. 6:8, 11:18, 
Ex, 13: 15, from the daily prayer service. Here, again it refers 
to the tokens of song. 

4 l, myson -unclear. 
David - Kin~ David, who was renowned as a harpist as well as 
warrior, and employed to soothe King Saul. 
my h and • • . to play - The syn~cdoche 0£ th e hand or pen is 
commonly associated with the act of poetic creation, and Gornl 
is not unique in exploiting it. Within tre extant co r pus of his 
wo rk, it is a recurring motif. Compare, !or instance, the song 



Am I Shiloni because I was so frightened 

when you came out to attack my rear? 

be who was sent to wander in the land -
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Is there one to light up the eyes of the benighted through song? 

to A rles , 11. 19 - Z l, and l. 23, a nd the song to Draguignan, l. 22. 
C leady, there is equally intende d a double meanii1g: as the 
hand/pen comes to stand symbolically for creative ability, 
they a lso euphemistically ca rry the allusion to the speaker's 
sexual potency. This conflat ion of poetic and physical virility, 
whether conscious o r unconscious, is as o ld as poetry itself. 
Its coy and self-conscious articulation in medieval Hebrew 
secular poetry may be linked to the ob servable m a te rialization 
of the mes and motifs in the post-classical period . The poetry 
of Gorni1 s time is more g rounded in the earthly subject, 
a nd evinces a lo ve for the partic ula r , the physical detait. 
This may be seen in the poetry of Gorni's contemporary, 
Todros Abulafia of Toledo , who, in addition to his strikingly 
physical love poems, may be credited with the first "salacious" 
poetry (see " Courtly Love ...... " unpubli s hed a rticle by Ray 
Scheindlin, p . 21 ). 
A s for the sexual associations to the image of the hand, I 
offer o n e of Blo ndheim ' s n ot es to his 1927 edition of a macaronic 
"wedding-night" poem (REJ /181, 1927). He comments on the 
line , * 0 VO 1 J'1, J , • l :l V7. 

,• • ~• c ~ •• o, 1r •~ ~K ~K 1C 

~st bien ... <>nnu comme e uph~misme pour ''membre 
viril" . Cette phrase, et d 'autres aussi de notre 
poeme ... se r econtrent d a ns le text suivant ••. 
je r-eimprime le poeme e n e ntier, pace pudici 
lecto ris. .. (p. ) 

~~ The mss . i s dated 1452, but the epithalamia ge nre , albeit 
rninor, was long known . a nd adopted from the Arab tra dition. 
Blondheim tra nsla tes a nd transcribes~ .. 

" II y a cla n s l e t e ndon ce qui donne un gout: 
Mot a ci co rtei. s mftie r. " 

42. The tens exchange between the p oe t Shiloni and Bedersi is 
extan t, and discussed by Schirmann in his article , c • :i, • y" 
~,,,,n, 71~ :1 "•~,,Jn J~,:x ~~ n,1•70~, o• , • , ~ fJ1PJ 
'v (1979 1 p •7~•J 10,~. ~·,a ,,• ) n•,:ir~ nox, , ~, n,•;o 

. 420-397 
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They've scared him, and in shame he returned to his land -

a nd you think his song is to be compared to mine? 

45, When h e has caused his brothers' hearts to swoon like his hear t 

and seen the ado rned one like the r est of my defamers? 

Yet her e I am, Gorni, a wall 

of brass , and I will a n swe r my inquisitors brashl y! 

Let them a ll c ome do b a t tle for me -

to all who come I shall divide t he *spoils 

I shall vaunt myself - - who will account me 

a deceitful man, my ruses with me ? 

44, his song to b e compartd to mine - literally, " his song my 
proper due" , or " my lo t", i. e ,, you think hi s lot, o r portion 
(poetic creations) a re (like) mine? 

45. When he ... heart - the reference is to the cowardl y soldier 
whose fear infects the rest o f the troops (Dt. 20: 8, Mishnah 
Sotah 8: 5). 

48. - ~l . There can be little do ubt as to the double e ntend r e he r e . Its 
i1istor;r is as old as poetr y , no doubt. The virility o f the poet 
is m easured in h is abi lity to "father" verses, a nd his pen is 
the ins trument by which he accomplishes this. Gor ni' s 
tempo r ary pecuniary indisposition, he claims, has not 
affected his literary potency. 



Who of the lofty is exalted and proud, 

as powerful as the children of my giants? 

50 Though I am brought low, l will yet cut down the *high ones, 

and placu my low ones in the heights. 

Though all the rive r s cannot fill the sea 

my rivers fill both sea and dry land! 

I shall set the pearls of song onto your crown, 

I won ' t cast my pearls befo r e these *fools! 

My ways h ave been concealed from men - -

but come out with me and follow in my paths! 

While I live, my defenders, plead with me! 

and ministers, clutch m y , oattails ! 

55 When I die , the glory of song will descend with me, 

the *slain will be many, the day I am gather ed i n! 

49. children ..• gia nt s - again, his poems. 
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51. cannot , can - my additions. Literally, ''don't" , o r " will not." 

52. cast ... fools - a standa r d cliche. See Hebrew note fo r similar 
expressi on s. Davidson ' s thesaurus of proverbs, for instance , 
lists ''dor. 1t cast pearl s befo r e swine, or impart wisdom to one 
who cannot value it." " Pearls" are a common image for poetry, 
and thu Arabic poet often desc ribed hi s poem as a str ing of 
pearl s (see my note to l. 4), See also in the New Testament , 
Matthew 3: 7. The epigram is ubiquitous , 

55. s l4in - - again, the poems. 



When I go down, crowned princes and lords will be desolate 

and rulers wail 

Th~ players will no longer have s trength to give birth 

the eyes of the *unborn shall nol see the light. 

I do not sing to exalt myself among this generation 

you've known my toil and tribulation 

But lest my people forget their tongue 

so the remnant of my soldiers utter greater eloquence 

60 That they may recall my songs , from generation to generation, 

as the father of all playe r s, I rouse my pipes. 
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56, and lords - the words properly belong in the second bemistiche, 
although their predicate is the same as "princes'" predicate, i.e., 
will be desolate, 

57. unborn - literally, fetuses, embryos. The mataphor is extended 
from 11. 55-56, The players (i.e., poets ) will no longer 
have the st r ength to c r eate, and their unborn poems shall not 
see the light. 

58, this generation - literally, " the gene ration," 
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