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CHAPTER ONE HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

BRIEF HISTORICAL SYNOPSIS OF THE YEMENITE JEWS

INTRODUCTION

Except for references to a Jewish king from existing Himyar until

629 C.E. and to the most noted Jewish convert to Islam, Kaab al-akhbas,

we have no historical data about the existence of Jewish community in

Yemen. Only towards the end of the 9lh century C.E. do we learn about

Yemenite Jews from both Jewish and Muslim sources. During this period

that the Zaydi dynasty was founded in Yemen which would rule Yemen

until 1962. Its founder was Imam Yahya al-Hadi, who in 897 C.E. signed

a pact between the Jewish and Christian communities in Najran, a city in

Northern Yemen. The pact granted Jews and Christians permission not

only to keep the land they possessed before the Muslim military victory,

but land purchased after it, as well. Remarkably, no taxes were decreed

on this land except for the one-ninth of the yield from the recently

purchased properties; no new taxes were imposed on the old land.

Muhammad’s poll tax (jizyah) however continued. There is no mention in

the pact of any discriminatory codes that were imposed and were popular

in other Muslim countries, originating with Umayyid caliph Umar the II

(717-729 CE). “It should be mentioned, moreover, that Yahya’s pact was

The principal data we have linking the Yemenite Jews to the center

of the Jewish people in Babylonia begins in the 10'h century. The Great

1 T6bi. Ydsef. The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture. Brill, Leiden. Boston, Koln, 1999. p. 4.

1

retained in Zaydi sources.’”
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Academies in Iraq sent messengers to obtain “monies collected for them

We discover this from letters

dispatched by the leaders of the academies (Geonai Baghdad) to Jewish

Yemenite public figures. The letters were discovered in the famed Cairo

Genizah, one of the prime sources of our understanding of medieval

Yemenite Jewry as it is of the history of Mediterranean and Eastern Jewry.

Yemenite Jews were attracted to both the important political and spiritual

Jewish centers in the East, Abbasid, Baghdad and Fatimid, Cairo. Opting

for one over the other was far from an easy undertaking. We are aware of

confrontations within the Yemenite Jewish community over this and other

should receive the monetary donations or which of the Presidents

(negidim) in Baghdad or Cairo should be referred to in the synagogue

devotions and prayers?

This dispute was resolved with the rise of Maimonides as the

spiritual Jewish leader of Egypt. His boundless authority over Yemenite

From the Genizah documents, we may conclude that the economic

situation of Yemenite Jewry up to the middle of the 13,h century was

tolerable. Furthermore, Aden, the southern entrance to the country, was

2

2 Ibid. p. 7.
3 Alexander, T. Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Folklore, 1990. V. 11-12, pp. 102-120.

by Jewish communities in Yemen."2

every aspect of their earthly, as well as their spiritual life.3

Jews cannot be overstated. We find Maimonides’s imprint on almost

issues. For example, there were controversies as to which academy
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the most significant port on the oceanic trading route adjoining the Far

East and the Mediterranean. This situation changed with the collapse of

the Ayyubi dynasty in Cairo and the ascension of the Mamlukes. Yemen

itself was governed by the Rasuli dynasty and the relations of the Jewish

evidence of any oppression directed against Jews until-1454 C.E. The

Rasuli era in Jewish Yemenite history is also characterized by its notable

religious and literary achievements that is primarily due to the influence by

Maimonidean works and philosophy.

The crucial period of the social and economic situation of Yemenite

Jews in modern times occurred during the ascension of the Ban? Tahir

dynasty in Southern Yemen in 1454. This dynasty exhibited an acerbic

attitude towards the Jews. It removed nearly all the Jews from the regions

in which they resided claiming that the land was holy ground (Dar-al-

Islam) and non-Muslims may not inhabit. Their true aim, however, was to

chastise the Jews because of a Messianic movement that had developed

among them. This Messianic movement was led by an unnamed Jew,

who also had some Muslim followers. The invasion of the Mamlukes in

the first years of the 16th century and the ensuing conquest of the country

by the Ottomans did not ameliorate the situation of the Jews. In many

instances, a decline occurred because of religious and political clashes

between the opposing forces in the northern part of the country, the

3

community with the outside world declined. Nevertheless, there is no
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Zaydis, and the established ruler, the Ottomans. Both abused the Jews.

The Zaydis accused the Jews of conspiring with the foreign tyrant, while

the Ottomans persecuted the Jews to demonstrate their alleged empathy

with the Muslim populace.

Despite that, under Ottoman control (1536-1635) the Jews had

triumphed and drove the Ottomans from the country. Jews, now, were

completely subject to the benevolence, and sporadically, to the animosity

of the Zaydis. The first display of animosity occurred during the rule of the

Imam al-Mutawakkil IsmaTI (I644-I676). In the year 1667, a group of

San’a Jews under the leadership of Shelomo Jamal, one of their rabbis,

declared their messianic yearnings in association with the Sabbatean

movement. Consequently, the Imam was determined to deprive them of

all their rights as a safeguarded religious minority (Dhima). Prior to his

death, he commanded his successor al-Mu’ayyad Ahmad (1676-1680) to

banish the Jews from the country unless they converted to Islam. That

wish was executed in 1679, preceded by the seizure of Jewish property

and the destruction of their synagogues. The intervention of some of the

Muslim leaders however, permitted the Jews to stay in Mawza, a city near

the Red Sea port in West Yemen. This decree was disastrous for the

Jews, impacting negatively upon their economic, political, demographic

and spiritual life (more than half of the Jews disappeared during this

4

some measure of protection. Conditions changed when the Zaydis
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period).4 Dislocated from their age-old homes, Jews were cut off from

their heritage. When they returned from their banishment, they had to

construct new neighborhoods outside the city walls and far from the

homes in Muslim villages to prevent Jewish “contamination." Thenceforth,

they were considered as impure persons, barred from direct

communication with Muslims. Furthermore, Yemenite Jewry sustained a

decline of their social and moral position resulting from the exile and the

inadequacy of their temporal and spiritual leadership. There is even some

indication that prostitution was practiced in the Jewish community, where it

has hitherto never existed.

Yet, the dreadful results of the events of 1667-1680 were followed

by a period of reinvigorated growth. This development occurred during

the years 1740-1800, under the leadership of Shalom ‘Iraqi, who served

These two figures shaped the face of Jewish-Yemenite society, through

the middle of the twentieth century. Yemenite Jewry, in the 19th century,

suffered incessant subjugation, not because of solely anti-Jewish

sentiments or policies, but because of the collapse of the entire central

authority, as a result of external and internal circumstances. By 1872, the

condition improved, when the Ottomans again occupied the country.

5

4 Ratzabi, Y. NidaheYisracI, chapter on Yemenite Jewry; documents relating to the history of Yemen’s 
Jewry, Sfunot, Vol.II, pp. 290-2; Korah, A. Divery Hayamim, pp. 8-12; Korah, A. Se'arat Teyman, p.7.

5 Tobi, Y. “The Authority of the Community of San ‘a over the other Communities of Yemen, ”
Ben-Zvi Institute and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, (1974), p.3.

as the treasurer under three successive Imams, and of Rabbi Yihye Salih.5
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Immigration was a means used by the Jews of Yemen to renew

their relationship with the Land of Israel. They established communities in

Yaffo and Jerusalem, and later in the new colonies. For the most part, the

tolerated minority required to pay the poll tax. This was the result of the

tanzimat, a group of broad amendments promulgated by the Ottoman

Empire. In truth, though, it made little difference; Jewish-Muslim relations

steadily deteriorated.

The situation of the Jews declined again after 1918, when the

Ottomans departed Yemen. The contumacious Imam Yahya ibn Husayn

al-Hadi (1904-1948), finally became the only actual ruler of the country. He

reintroduced all traditional decrees pertaining to Jews, including the poll

tax when he took control of San'a for six months in 1905, and demolished

new synagogues constructed in San’a during the Ottoman period. He

forbade the emigration of Jews from Yemen and impaired their economic

system. The Zaydi edict of orphans was activated. In spite of this, the

Imam shielded the Jews in their association with the Muslim majority and

its leadership. Muslims who persecuted them were punished. Upon his

assassination in 1948, the Jews believed that they had lost their great

His assassination occurred exactly at the time of theprotector.

establishment of the state of Israel. Yemenite Jews took advantage of the

6

Ottomans nullified all discriminatory decrees. Jews again became a
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proposal made by the leaders of the new state that they immigrate to

7

Israel and the new Imam, Ahmad al-Mahdi, agreed to their departure.6

6 Goitein, S.D. (1974). Jews and Arabs: Their Contact through the Ages, (3“ revised ed.), 
Schoken Books, New York, pp. 235-239.
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THE SABBATEAN MOVEMENT IN YEMEN

EXPULSION TO MAWZA

Within Yemen, messianism was historically and culturally prevalent

in both Jewish and Muslim societies. For Jews, it involved their

anticipation of redemption by a descendent of Davidic ancestry, who

would reestablish the people in exile in the land of Israel and restore the

Jewish kingdom. An early evidence of this anticipation was in the

prayer recited during Rosh Hashanah calling for the coming of

Zerubavel ben She’alti'el, who, had been the savior of Israel during the

Babylonian exile.7 While Muslims, according to the Shiite doctrine,

believed that the progeny of the daughter of Mohammed would

reappear after a long concealment to restore the dominion of justice in

the world. This messianic concept was firmly established in ancient

Judaism, but had persistently stimulated Jewish Messianic movements

in the middle ages, in Yemen as well as other countries.8 Different

sects in Islam had a different mahdi belief. It is possible that the

connection between Jewish messianism in Yemen and Islam dates

back to the rise of the Zaydis’s reign.’ The Zaydis’s belief in the mahdi

8

7 It is customary for Yemenite Jews to recite the following passage after the blowing of the shofar during the 
Rosh Hashana service: “On the same way you have heard the sound of this shofar, Zerubabel the son of 
She’altiel will come and blow the big shofar, and he will gather you from the four comers of the world, and 
will settle you in the court of the Temple. See: Pirqe De-Ribbi Eii’ezer, 31: (last four lines) and Salih. 1971, 
p.144.
8 Macdonald, M. Encyclopedia of Islam, “Mahdi in Islam," Vol.III, pp. 111-115.
9 Hirschberg, H.Z. (1947), “Maqrun ba’al ha-qamayim ve-'ezra: 'uzayr ben allah, Leshonenu" 15, pp. 125- 
133 (Hebrew); A.Z Eshkoli, Ha-Tenu’ah Ha-Meshihit Be-Israel, Jerusalem (Hebrew).
Sec:Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Kbln, p. 49.
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triggered a —messianic political movement— that opposed governance

according to Zaydi doctrine. Furthermore, we know of false Messiahs

that arose in Yemen during the time of Maimonides, in the 15lh century

and in the 19lh century. In the 19lh century two Messiahs arose among

the Jews and a similar movement spread among messianic Muslims in

great influence upon Jewish Yemenite apocalyptic writing.10 Yemenite

rulers considered both Jewish and Muslim Messianism as a threat and

they relentlessly crushed it. The messianic movement in Yemen in the

aftermath of Shabbetai Zevi needs to be carefully studied and against

this setting.

Nonetheless, the Shabbetai Zevi the messianic movement in

Yemen had some unusual features in contrast to similar movements in

Shabbetai Zevi, Nathan Ha-Azzati, and others. Although, the

movement did not develop in Yemen but in Israel, the countries of the

Ottoman Empire and Europe, it expanded into Yemen because of news

that the Messiah had arisen for the Jews. As Gershom Scholem has

indicated, the messianic movement in Yemen acquired a regional

character because of its almost complete isolation from the western

world. Moreover, Lurianic qabbalah and its centrality to the messianic

9

other areas because of the central figures of the movement such as

Yemen. Undoubtedly, Yemenite Muslim apocalyptic writings had a

10 Ratzabi, Y. (1970). "Apoqalipsot ve-[iislisliuve qez be-yahadut leinan," Mehqere Ha-Merkaz Le-Heqer 
Ha-Folqlor 1, pp.295-312 (Hebrew).
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concept were not received by Yemenite society (however, they were

well received in Europe, the Near East, and North Africa).

Nevertheless, because of local political developments, messianic

passions appealed to Yemenite Jewry during the 1600s.

Through the Zaydis’s successful rebellion in 1629, the Ottomans

were driven out of Yemen. During Turkish rule, the Jews did not live in

peace, particularly in the final years of their hegemony as attested by

Rabbi Shalom Shabazi in Hemdat Yamim (a commentary to the

Torah).'1 However, they faired much worse under the Zaydis because

the Zaydis were religious extremists and severe in dealing with the

In addition to the religious reason there was a national

component to the Zaydis anti-Jewish policies. The Zaydi leaders

blamed the Jews for supporting the Ottoman rule.13 Religious fervor

deepened when al-Qasim's son, the Imam Isma’il al-Mutawakkil rose to

power in 1644. Notwithstanding, all the events mentioned above; there

is no indication in Jewish sources that repressive anti-Jewish policies

occurred at dates prior to the events linked to Shabbetai Zevi in 1667.

According to different sources, the Jews of Yemen expected the arrival

of the Messiah some time during the 17th century because of the

10

” Shabazi, S. (1956) Hemdat Yamim. Jerusalem, pp.447-448 (Hebrew); Tobi, Y. (1972a) “Yedi’ot 
hadashot le-tolcdot r.shalom shabazi,” Jerusalem, pp.45-46 (Hebrew); Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: 
Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and Kbln, p. 50.
12 Tobi, Y. (1986). “lyyunim Bi-Mgillat Tentan." p. 73 Jerusalem, (Hebrew). It discusses the destruction of 
the synagogue in San’a in 1620 after the Zaydi revolt against the Turks and the expulsion of the Jews from 
their part of the city.
13 Hibshush, S. (1958). “Qorot Israel Be-Teman” ed. Y. Qafih, Sefunut 2, pp. 246-288; Tobi, Y. (1999) 
The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and Kbln, p. 50.

Jews “.‘2
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appearance of two comets in the year 1619. According to Yisrael Ha-

Kohen of Dubayrah, the city of priests in the Shar’ab province in

Southern Yemen:

“And so also at the end [of days], a star shall arise in

the east, and it is a star of the messiah; as it says, and there

shall be a ruler (yerd) amidst Jacob. Rabbi Yose said: In the

language of the Arameans, the east is called yerd. And it

spends fifteen days in the east. If it tarries even longer, it is

only for the good of Israel; and then you may expect

where all the sages and elders died in all the cities of Yemen

and all the sages died in the city of the priests al-Dubayrah

wherein I reside, and I alone remain, and the revered rabbi

Yisrael ben Noah, may his name endure forever, and we are

still awaiting the footsteps of the Messiah. Perhaps he was

born in that year and the time for him to be revealed has not

yet arrived, for Moses our master was bom in Egypt and the

astrologers sensed it but he was not revealed for eighty

years.15 (See Numbers 24:17).

11

14 Langermann, T. (1996). Yemenite Midrash: Philosophical Commentaries on the Torah, Harper
Collins publishers, New York, p.176.
15 Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Koln, p. 51.

footsteps of the messiah.”14 Then an incident took place
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This incident left its imprint upon the Jewish community in Southern

Yemen. Shabazi also mentions it in Hemdat Yamim in a remark on the

verse above. Shabazi states that he was born in the year that the

comet appeared, possibly revealing some of his own messianic

aspirations. Yisrael Ha-Kohen’s writings had a profound influence on

In 1646, Yisrael Ha-Kohen wrote while waiting for the

coming of the Messiah: “Today we have reached the year 1957 of the

Selucid era, the year 1646 of Creation, and we

coming of the Messiah. Perhaps he will not come until after the

Thus, Shabazi’s poem

Redemption by a son, In the secret summing, The years of jubilee and Daniel

But hidden, Sealed in religion, And he is not revealed to all Israel

And a new star, Has already risen. Like a wand in God’s mercy

And in 1930, On light mist. Two arc the savior stars

The son of Joseph, and Yinnon, finally, The two kings of Israel

And in repcntcnce, My lover came, And he shall build a city and a wall.

12

called hadal lakh asir nibdal describes the prophesy of 1619 :18

are still waiting the

Shabazi.16

l6Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Kbln, p. 52.: Rabinowitz, Z.M. (1970), Segullat Israel, (Tel Aviv edition), vol. I, p. 19;
17 Ibid.
18 According to Tobi 1999 p.52 and Ralzahbi 1970, p. 313. This poem has not yet been published in its 
entirety. It was copied in a manuscript liklal, the National and University Library, Jerusalem, no.8 1351.

passage of eighty years, like Moses," etc.17
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Tobi remarks that “a reminder of this event also appears in ‘An Event in

the Days of Yisrael Mashta,’ in which the exact date of the appearance

Many tragedies befell the Jewish community of Yemen following

the prophecy of 1619. They were imprisoned and physically abused by

the Turks, whose actions worsened as the whole region became

infested with locusts followed, by starvation. In addition, Shabazi lost

his father and other members of his family during this turbulent period,

many Jews were awaiting the arrival of the messiah. The tragic-filled

period in Yemen paved a road that led to messianic fervor because

people perceived these awful events as the agony a society must

undergo prior to the messianic birth. Moreover, Zakharayah Ha-Zidoni

wrote in 1626 (which was 1937 of the Selucid year) that “in 1940 You

shall accomplish vengeance” [—note the pun in Hebrew on the number

Three years later the

Ottoman Empire was driven out of San’a by the Zaydis.

Most communities in the 17th century, irrespective of their religion,

believed that a sudden presence of comets, or a shift in the planetary

alignment, meant that the messiah was on his way. Moreover, 17,h

13

of the two comets is recorded, before dawn on the 14th day of Nissan.1’

as he recounts in the story of the 1619 comets. It’s no wonder that

'*Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Koln, p. 52; published by Ratzabi 1970, pp.310-311, and by Hubarah 1970, p.362.

20 For more information see: Tobi, Y. (1986). •Iyyunim Bi-Mgillat Teman. p. 130, Jerusalem 
(Hebrew);p. 73.

of the year and the word for vengeance].20
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century Yemen and Hijaz also experienced several unusual historical

and natural phenomena at times. There was the expulsion of the

Ottoman Empire from San’a, and that same year, a massive flood

submerged the holy sights of Islam in Mecca, destroyed buildings, and

drowned eight thousand people. In 1632, a falling star crashed in

Yemen; in 1644, a violent earthquake shook the region, and a Yemenite

chronicler writes that the mountains and the rocks moved and crushed

everything below.21 Although there is no allusions to these occurrences

in Jewish sources, it is likely that they triggered a more intensive

messianic expectation among the Jews, particularly following the

Jewish poets in Yemen had written of theincident at Mecca.

Thus, clearly the scholars

in 17,h century Yemen were overwhelmed by messianic passion. This

fear was clearly expressed in the poetry of Yosef ben Yisrael who

wrote: “The Lightning of God Flashed” and Shabazi, who wrote:

“Lightning from the South Shines.” Both describe the Messiah and the

time of redemption, and really are nothing more than apocalyptic poetry.

In the mid 17lh century, a sage named Yizhaq Wannah transmitted

the teachings and customs of qabbalah to the Jewish community in

Yemen. Although in the early half of the 16th century qabbalist poetry

14

21 Tobi, Y. (1999). The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Kbln, p. 53; Was’i(1927). Abdal- V/as'i al Was’t, Ta'rihal Yaman. Cairo, pp. 52-54
"Tobi, Y. (1986). ‘Iyyunim Bi-MgillatTeman. p. 130, Jerusalem (Hebrew); Scholcm, G. (1946) Ge 
Hizzayon: Apoqalipsah Shabbeta’it Mi-Tenian, Qovez 'Al Yad 4, p. 134 (Hebrew);

destruction of Mecca at the “end of days.”22
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appeared in Yemen, it took approximately a century before qabbalist

groups to form, particularly in San’a and the Southern Shar’ab. Both,

the poets-sages mentioned above, Yosef ben Yisrael and Shalom

Shabazi dwelled in Shar’ab, while Yizhaq Wannah resided in San’a.

Wannah based most of his essays on the qabbalah-, moreover, he

introduced into the tiklal of the Yemenite Jews, qabbalistic poems and

prayers, essentially the spiritual service for greeting the Sabbath with

Furthermore, in his essays, he placed

greater importance upon qabbalah than on the study of Mishnah,

Talmud, or even Halakhah.M.

By the 17th century, qabbalah became prevalent in Yemen,

particularly during the Shabbetai Zevi period. Nevertheless, it is

unlikely that Lurianic qabbalah and its messianic mythos had a direct

effect on the strengthening of messianic hopes in that country or the

belief in Shabbetai Zevi. We may make this assumption due to the lack

of response or mention of Lurianic qabbalah in the writings of the

Yemenite scholars in the 17th century. Gershom Scholem has

observed that no influence of Lurianic qabbalah could be detected in

Shalom Shabazi’s poetry or in his commentary on the Pentateuch,

15

Ratzabi, Y. (1970). Apoqalipsot ve-liish shave qez be-yahadut tenian, Me-hqere Ha-Merkaz Le-Heqer 1, p. 306:"the King 
messiah will be enthroned in Mecca.”
23 Ratzabi, Y. (1981). 'lyunim be-hitpathut mahzor tenian, 'AleSefer 9, pp.91-114 (Hebrew).
He discusses the role of Wannah in the development of tiklal.
24 Tobi, Y. (1999). The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and Kilin, p. 54; 
(1997) Tikkun Seder Hashkaniat Ha-Qeri‘ah Ba-Laylalr, and his essay Sha’ar Ha-Shamayim, p. 6b (a manuscript in Tobi’s 
possession).

the poems of Yizhaq Luria.23
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Hemdat Yamim. Even Ge- Hizzayon, a Sabbatean composition from

The introduction of Shabbetai Zevi to the Yemenite Jewish

community occurred in 1666, when the Sabbatean movement had

reached its zenith and close to the time of the expected apocalypse.

The arrival of the messiah was not only expected because of the

comets of 1619 and all the havoc that ensued thereafter. It was fueled

by the appearance of another comet in 1665, thus prefiguring his

imminent arrival. All these non-connected events left a huge

impression on Shalom Shabazi. Although a letter arrived in 1666 via

Egypt, declaring the arrival of the messiah Shabbetai Zevi, the

A

consequence of the commotion stimulated by the news of Shabbetai

Zevi was the increased development of soothsaying among Yemenite

men and women in San’a, its suburbs, and areas of Shar’ab. The

soothsayers convinced the Jewish community of Yemen to support

Shabbetai Zevi and encouraged Jews to complete purification rites and

atonement in anticipation of the coming of the Messiah. Thus,

according to the soothsayers, one was prohibited from drinking wine

(even on erev Pesach), eating meat other than roasted, or engaging in

16

Yemen, fails to show any influence of Lurianic qabbalah.25

Yemenite sages of San’a dismissed the rumors of redemption.26

25 Scholem, G. (1946) Ge Hizzayon: Apoqalipsah Shabbeta'it Mi-Teman, Qovez ‘Al Yad 4. p. 106.
26 Tobi, Y. (1986). Iyyunim Bi-Mgillat Teman. Jerusalem, (Hebrew), p. 120: “The Judges and the guards 
could not threaten them (Chronicle of Hamami); Qorah, A. (1954). Sa’arat Teman, cd. Shim’on Graydi, 
Jerusalem, (Hebrew), p.9; HibshOsh, H. (1958). Qorot Israel Be-Teman, cd. Yosef Qafih, Sefunul 2, 
(Hebrew), pp.252-253.
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sexual intercourse; food had to be immersed in dust and ashes and not

in salt.

Although the Jewish community leaders in San’a, and most of

Yemen were skeptical about Shabbetay Zevi being the Messiah; it did

not deter some Jewish leaders from joining his followers, Shalom

Shabazi however, did. In his poem "In a night’s dream I dreamed,”

Shabazi affirmed that the redemption was to occur in 1666 (probably in

response to the letter received from Egypt).27 The poem contains few

apocalyptic ideas, such as the attack by the Messiah against the armies

of the gentiles and the devastation of gentile municipalities. In contrast,

we find that the general popular belief among Yemenite Jews was that

redemption would occur in 1667. Clearly, this delay did not arise from

reports of rumors coming from outside of Yemen but from the Yemenite

Jews themselves, “who always favored the idea that the final

Ge Hizzayon is a Sabbatean work and the sole surviving document

of its kind from Yemen. Nonetheless, its messianic character does not

only originate from the idea of Shabbetai Zevi as the Messiah. He is

mentioned only twice whereas Nathan of Gaza, Shabbetai’s prophet is

mentioned four times next to the name Zevi and not the full name

17

27 Tobi, Y. (1999). The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Kdln, p.58; (1986). Iyyunim Bi~Mgillat Ternan. Jerusalem, (Hebrew), p. 125.
28 Ibid, and Scholem, G. (1967). Shabbetay Zvi Veha-Tenu’ah Ha-Shabeta’it Be-Yamav. Jerusalem, 
(Hebrew), p. 551.

redemption would come out of Yemen.” 28
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Shabbetay (or “or pene Zevi—“the light of the face of Zevi). Yet, the

when referring to Shabbetai Zevi, as may unequivocally be proven by

the fact that he attributed to the "Messiah son of David” all the details he

knew of the life of Shabbetai Zevi. Furthermore, most of the

composition is dedicated to the figure known as the Messiah son of

Messiah son of Joseph is he who will appear in Yemen, assemble its

Jews, and bring them back to the land of Israel. The fact that Lurianic

qabbalah was unknown to its author, indicates that Ge Hizzayon is a

Jewish apocalypse from Yemen which affirmed Shabbetai Zevi as the

messiah son of David and the heralder of redemption in 1666. Yet, in

and the Yemen in the setting of the messianic occurrences.

This type of depiction leads us to explain several matters in Ge

Hizzayon as being germane to the redemption of Yemen even when it

is not expressly stated in the text. For instance, the persecution of the

Jews before 1667 and the abandoning or selling of property by those

who believed in the arrival of the Messiah.

In general, the apocalyptic incidents and the messianic fervor of the

early 17lh century paved the “road of need” for the common folk of

Yemen to believe in an imminent coming of the Messiah. Moreover,

18

author of Ge Hizzayon often applied the phrase “Messiah son of David,”

no way does the author minimize the role of the Yemenite Jewish exile

Joseph who is more active than the Messiah son of David. The



CHAPTER TWO THE DEVELOPMENT OF YEMENITE JEWISH POETRY

those who had experienced personal loss, irrespective of their social

status, fell into what may be called, “the abyss of despair.” This

explains why Slayman Jamal29 and Shalom Shabazi, men of great

intellect, could embrace Sabbateanism. On the other hand, the leaders

of the San’a community, President Slayman Naqqash, and the head of

the Rabbinical court Yihye Halevi were skeptical about it. The Imam of

that time, al-Mutawakkil Isma’il viewed the Jewish action of the selling

of property as a violation of the laws of protection granted to them by

the Islamic state and he felt that their actions released the state from

the obligation of maintaining Jewish protection. So, in early 1667,

Jewish wives, goods, and property were pillaged. A few months later,

in order to maintain control of the country, no further actions were taken

against the Jews. Nevertheless, the Jews, in response to what had

happened, decided to pursue their messianic activity openly. Moreover,

Slayman Jamal’s insurrection, by acting as a Messiah caused the Imam

to respond in a harsher manner towards the Jewish community. Jamal

interrogated by the Imam. Although they were not followers of Jamal,

they could not deny Jamal's insolence of proclaiming himself as the

Messiah. At this point, the Imam decided to take drastic measures

19

29 Tobi, Y. (1999). The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Koln, p. 70.
30 Ibid p.71; Hibshush, S. (1958). Qorot Israel Be-Teman. ed. Yosef Qafth, Sefunut, 2, pp.254=255, writes 
that among the leaders of the Jews summoned by the Imam was a Jewish nagid of Yemen taken into custody 
from the city of Hamdah.

was executed and the Jewish leaders of San’a and Hamdah,30 were



CHAPTER TWO THE DEVELOPMENT OF YEMENITE JEWISH POETRY

against the Jews. He revived the discriminatory laws that had not been

applied in Yemen since the end of the 9lh century. A principal Hebrew

document, Hamami, specifies only two actions by the Imam: the first

was the confiscation of all Jewish property (moveable and immovable

To sum up,

Jamal was executed while Naqqash, the nagid of the San’a, was exiled

to Qamaran, a deserted Island in the Red Sea. There he remained a

political prisoner for two years, and later, was reinstated as the nagid of

San’a’s Jewish community.

After Jamal was executed, natural disasters such as a drought

transpired in Yemen and strengthened the belief among Yemeni

Muslims that the country was being punished for his execution. The

Jews labored very hard to disseminate this notion. A particular Jewish

leader (believed by Tobi to be Shabazi), pledged to take Muslim

property to make up for what the Imam had appropriated from the Jews.

It is stated that he accomplished this through witchcraft that ravished

Muslim property and harmed their towns and fields.32 Under Imam al-

Mutawakkil Isma’il the situation of the Jews worsened. He imposed

additional taxes on Jews during the great famine and he did not supply

the Jews with grain unless they converted to Islam. Many poverty

stricken Jews had no alternative. The Jews hoped that with the death

20

31 Tobi, Y. (1999). The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston and 
Koln, p. 71; (1986) p.125. Tobi refers to this as gezerat ha-’alarol.

goods); and the second was “the Headdress Decree.”31
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of the Imam and the rise of his nephew to power, their plight would turn

for the better. Shabazi expressed these sentiments in three poems that

he wrote to honor the new imam, al-Mahdi Ahmad ibn Hasan.. The

first, "Safi al-din ma sha’noh bi-diwanoh” was published by Ratzahbi in

1959. Here, Shabazi honored Ahmad for his invasion of the city of

Aden. A second poem dealt with Ahmad’s great conquests, as did the

third: "Burayq al magharib u-bariq al-qiblah tasadam,” and “Ya bawm

itrannan wa-sih:

According to Arabic chroniclesand legal opinions of Muslim sages,

Shabazi’s poetry, and Yihye Salih’s Megillat Teman the Jews found

themselves in a worsening state under the new Imam who renewed the

Decree of Orphans aside from forced Jewish conversions. In 1676, as

he was nearing death, Ismail commanded in his own script that the

Jews should no longer enjoy any protection by the state and that it was

imperative to banish them from the community. His political successor

was forced to carry out his final request. After great debates, the Jews

were exiled for a year but were allowed to return because Yemen’s

economy was devastated. It was the Jews, who were the country’s

artisans and traders. They dealt with goods entering and leaving

Yemen, thus, without their skills the country was in economic turmoil.

21

32 Ibid.p.75; al Tazi, ‘Abd al Hadi.. (1980). al-zflhirahfi ijla al-yahud alfajirah,“ Dirasat
Yamaniyyah 4, p. 120.
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In chapter IV, we will examine Shabazi’s poetry during this period of

messianism; immediately before the expulsion to Mawza’. Poetry is an

art that requires reflection. I hope that through Shabazi’s reflections of

Sabbatean and or a true believer of Shabbetai Zevi. This is important

because it will clarify how isolated Jewish communities function and

respond to elements of the outside world when they are in a state of

spiritual crisis.

22

the time, we will be able to determine, whether or not he was a
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BRIEF

YEMEMNITE JEWISH LITERATURE

Extant Yemenite Jewish Literature extends for a millennium,

beginning with the 10'h century G.E. Yemenite Jewish literature may be

divided into five periods. In the first period, ending with the close of the

12th century. Almost all of these literary works were written during the

second half of the 11lh century and the first half of the 12th. However,

few of these works have survived, but the comparatively large number

of those that did affirms the abundance of great spiritual and cultural

activity.

Most works are in the domain of Jewish law.

1. A commentary on the six orders of the Mishnah, which is

primarily based on the commentary of Nathan, the head of.

the Academy in Israel. The Yemenite author-scholar is

anonymous, but the Arabic style of the text, indicates that it

was written in Yemen.

2. A commentary on Isaac Alfasi’s commentary on the tractate

Hullin, also written in Arabic by an anonymous scholar. If we

consider that although the Jews of Yemen studied the

Talmud from Babylonian teachers, they also resorted to non

Babylonian texts.

Other works are linguistic. The most important is the Mahberet ha-

Tijan, sums up matters of linguistics and diverse traditional preferences.

23
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The work contains traces of certain linguistics that evolved from the 8lh

century and later in the great Jewish center in Tiberias. In addition, the

remains of an Arabic work composed by Rabbi Nathaniel Fayyumi (first

part of the 12th century) which focuses on Hebrew and Arabic grammar

has survived. It reflects the influence of Spanish-Jewish grammarians and

their Aristotelian approach. Rabbi Nethanel Fayyumi is also the author of

Bustan al-‘Aqul in English (Garden of the Intellects) an ethical-

philosophical tract that was inspired by the writings of Spanish scholars of

the 11th century.

From this period comes the poetry of the Yemenite paytan (poet)

Rabbi Daniel Fayyumi, brother of Rabbi Nathaniel, who composed in

the same style of Spanish poets. The works of Yemenite Jews of this

period are important because they clearly illustrate Yemenite Jewry’s

cultural achievement. Their culture that basically was shaped by the

Jewish civilization of the Middle Ages, produced as a result of the inter-

cultural relationship between Judaism and the Arab-lslamic culture.

The wisdom of the sages of Babylon and the scholars of Israel

also reached Yemen. This not only involved spiritual creativity, but also

liturgical study, grammar, and Jewish law. Still, Yemenite literature was

primarily influenced by the philosophical, intellectual approach of Spain

over many centuries. Sephardic culture was preserved in Yemen long

24
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the expulsion from Spain and the development of the kabbalah in

Safed.

The second period lasted from the thirteenth through the fifteenth

century. It was the most magnificent period of creativity by Yemenite

Jewry. Almost all of its diverse activity was shaped by Maimonides and

his teachings. In this period Yemenite Jewry also began the work of

compiling Midrashim to the Bible, especially the Pentateuch and the

megillot.

of R. Amram al-Adani (13th century). The Maimonidean influence is

detectable because the Midrash ha-Gadol is more intellectual than any

of the other midrashic collections and is based on the Maimonidean

view.

The third period begins in the 16lh century. In chapter V, I will

examine the Yemenite poetry of the later part of this era., Literary and

spiritual creativity was deteriorating during the time, a phenomenon

related directly to a weakening of the socio-political structure of the

Yemenite Jewish society. The influence of the great spiritual center

Safed began to reach Yemen, and is associated with Rabbi Zakharyah

al-Zahiri, one of the greatest 16lh century poets of Yemen. Kabbalistic

literature that began to be known in Yemen in the 15lh century, assumes

25

Outstanding was the Midrash ha-Gadol compiled by R. David son
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an increasingly importance in the writings of the Yemenite Jews from

the 16th century onward.

Most of the spiritual creativity in that period is in the area of

poetry, the kind that laments the suffering of the Jews in Yemen and

their great longing for redemption. Two great writers of that period: are

Rabbi Yosef ben Israel, who lived in the latter half of the 16th century

and the first half of the 17,h century; and Rabbi Shalom Shabazi who

lived during the second half of the 17th century. The effect of the Middle

Ages is discernible in the works of the Yemenite scholars and poets of

that era.

great spiritual arousal. This event is again connected with a change in

the socio-economic status of the Yemenite Jews. The most important

scholar in that period is Rabbi Yihye Salih. The motif that personifies his

creativity is the aspiration to encapsulate Jewish Yemenite culture and

tradition in its diverse areas: history, law, linguistics, and liturgy. He was

the first to anthologize a historical work, which summarizes the history

of the Jewish community of Yemen from its beginnings until his day.

Nearly all of the Yemenite sages of this period, are considered his

students and follow his pedagogic methods.

The fifth period dates from the middle of the 19lh century until the

middle of the 20th century when the Yemenite Diaspora ended with the

26

The fourth period starts in the middle of the 18th century with a
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aliyah to Israel. This literary period is fundamentally linked to Rabbi

Yihye Kafah and his followers and students. Two strains characterize

their contribution. The first is the return to the sources and the roots of

the Jewish Yemenite medieval cultural tradition that was influenced by

the Maimonides and other Spanish scholars, while eliminating the

seduction of the literature of the Zohar and the qabbalah. The second

is the research of Jewish Yemenite history, culture, and tradition. This

second feature was no doubt influenced by the Jewish Enlightenment

Movement of the 19th century in Europe whose echoes reached Yemen.

Three basic types of books appeared in Yemen. The first is called

the "Taj" (crown) and consists of the Pentateuch with the Onkelos

translation and commentaries. The second is called the "Tikhlal”

(compendium), a collection of the daily and holiday prayer book. The

third is the "Diwan” (the collection of poetry), a para-liturgical

compilation of songs pertaining to Jewish holidays, events in history,

and the desire for redemption to Zion, for home-use, in family and

congregational gatherings.

All books in Yemen were handwritten and copied manually because

no printing press was available. Prayer books were written only by

authorized scribes of Holy Scriptures, whereas, the Diwan could be

copied by any person. Printed Diwans have appeared exclusively in

Israel, and they recently replaced handwritten books. The Diwan is

27
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written in Hebrew letters but consists of poems in three languages:

Arabic, Aramaic, and Hebrew.33 In fact, the custom of fusing languages

still it is

notably prevalent in the Diwan poetry of Yemenite Jews. Language

fusion happens in different ways: occasionally complete songs or

poems in the same collection are composed in different languages and

are placed next to one another. In other cases, entire stanzas of one

song are composed in one language and other stanzas in another

language. In addition, there are also cases of alternating Arabic and

Hebrew stanzas, or even sections as in Rabbi Shalom Shabazi’s poem

“Hil-bish ha-or hem-dat le-va-vi", or even with in sections as Rabbi

Mordechai Tzadok Yitzhari’s poem Y’sosum koi b’nai a-mo re-nanim .

For example:

28
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33 Ratzabi, Y. (1988) The Yemenite Jews, Literature and Studies, National and University Library, 
Jerusalem, (Hebrew), pp. 11-45.; (1968). Yalkut Shire Teman, Yemenite Poetry Anthology, Bialik 
Institute, Jerusalem (Hebrew), pp. 30-46.

in Hebrew poetry had already begun in medieval Spain, 34
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Yemeni Jewish Poets and their Poetry

The Diwans were produced over the duration of seven centuries.

Its beginnings can roughly be traced back to the 11lh century and followed

through to the 18lh century. Initially, the Diwans included works written by

the Hebrew poets of the Spanish Golden Age: Solomon ibn Gabirol,

Bahya ibn Paquda, Abraham ibn Ezra, Judah Ha-Levi, AbuJ-Barakat and

Yemenite Jewish poets following Shalom Shabazi. Some Diwans

erroneously have accredited their authorship to Shalom Shabazi, as if he

composed all of them. Although, the Diwans are comprised of poets other

than Shabazi. Nearly all the Diwans in Yemen were composed by Shalom

Shabazi and by virtue of their general high quality and the notable and

merited veneration for his work, the poems of the Diwan in its totality are

all occasionally accredited to him. Most of the Diwan poets can be

recognized by an acrostic at the top of the stanza (as in Yisrael Mashta’s

poem "Yitav le-vav ho-geh b’mal-chuyot" p.437.), however, many are

nameless ("Retze Sichi,’’YJani My Prayer”). These anonymous poets are

known as Hallelot poets.

The Diwan is comprised of hundreds of poems, and no single

person sings all of them. It is an anthology, compiled over hundreds of

years from many different regions, so that it contains an array of many

29

34 Idelsohn, A.Z. (1925). Thesaurus of Hebrew Oriental Melodies. Vol. I, Songs of Yemenite Jews, 
Breitkopf & Haeryle Publishing House, Leipzig, reprint Ktav Publishing House, New York, 1973, p. 13.

others, whereas the more contemporary leading Hebrew poets are
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different traditions. Certain songs are common among all Yemenite Jews,

sung only in specific locales. Today, in Israel and in America the Diwans

compilation of poems by Shalom Shabazi) and Rabbis Haim Ben Yehuda

Hubara and Yosef Ben Shalom Shemen’s, Songs of the. Great Rabbi

Shalom Shabazi, as well as small Diwans distributed by different

organization like: the Association of Jewish Yemenites in the United

States or the Yemenite Jewish Federation of America etc.

The classification of the hundreds of poems in the Diwan is based

functional arrangement, the poems are introduced according to their

subject (life cycle events, festivities etc.) while the formal arrangement

introduces them in alphabetical order, in accord with the Diwan

tradition.

The latter criterion is self-evident. The former consists of two

groupings under the category entitled “Yearly Cycle (the Sabbath and

holiday poems)," and two groups under the category entitled "Life Cycle

(bridegroom and circumcision poetry)." Both year cycle and life cycle

poems are relatively short, and their structures are limited to the

30

are mostly printed, especially Shlomo Makiton’s, Hafetz Haim (which is a

particularly the Sabbath and Wedding songs, whereas other songs are

on several criteria, primarily on function and on structure. In the
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nashid5 and girdle poems.36 These groups do not contain ShiroP with

Taushich38, which are a later, more advanced and difficult

configurations, present only in Yemenite poetry. The Shirot with

Taushich are generally used for dancing and are categorized in the

group "songs for all seasons”, and linked to the life cycle and year cycle

grouping according to the customs of the community.

Sabbath songs are part of the Diwan. Diwan songs are sung at

home frequently at the dinning table , before or after a meal. They start

Sabbath morning, afternoon, Shalosh Seudot (third meal), and

Havdalah. In using poetical terminology, the Sabbath poems are limited

to two forms: Nishwad39 and girdle songs. There are no Shirot with

Taushich.

Holiday songs rarely appear in the Diwan. That doesn’t mean that

there is less singing during the holidays. Conversely, in the holiday

poetry, most of the songs are liturgical poems, which are not included in

the Diwan, but mostly in the Tikhal, along with songs for all seasons

from the Diwan.

31

35 Nashid is a song format popular in Yemenite Jewish Diwan, with a bolting rhyme. A direct extension of 
the medieval Qasida (a predominant format in medieval Arab Hebrew poetry: a long epic poem with a single 
bolting rhyme), whose number of verses is usually limited from four to eleven lines.
36 A girdle song is a strophic poem whose opening rhyme (in the first stanza) rhymes with the end of each 
stanza, although each stanza has an internal rhyming of its own.
37 Is the plural for Shira which is a Diwan form that includes girdle songs and more developed poems, with 
Taushich in the middle.
38 Is a section of three short lines, of one hemistich each, in the middle of the Shira, seperating the long lines 
which begin and end the stanza.
39 Is the plural of Nashid: See note above.

on Friday night after the meal and span the length of the entire day;
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Wedding songs accompany all wedding rites. There are specific

wedding songs for the ceremony and other events during the

celebration. Furthermore, there are girdle songs, Hallelot, Nishwad,

and Shirot, that are customarily sung at the wedding ceremony and

during the sheva b’rachot. Wedding songs are the oldest in the Diwan;

philosopher, and poet of medieval Spain, Yehuda Ha-Levi whose

poems appear in the most ancient Diwan anthology in Yemen, and by

example, poems such as "Ahuv Yevarech Hechatan” and “Ahuv Mehar

Hamor,"constitute a unique group that defies poetical categoriziation (in

the Amallel Shir Diwan, these songs are grouped as Hallelot). These

ceremony and his delivery to the wedding. The songs are exhibited

here in order of their presentation during the wedding events, which

begin on the evening of the Saturday prior to the wedding. The songs

performed then are usually “llah Alkul" (God of all), as well as "Asabich

Khalki" (I shall praise my Creator), which are primarily hymns of praise

song that Ofra Haza Z”L, made a top 100 song in America in 1985) and

various Hallelot. The following Wednesday is the Halaka Day: the

32

as affirmed both by the fact that many were written by the great sage,

are “songs of joy" which are sung during the bridegroom’s haircut

to God. During that evening, different Shirot are sung, which are

appropriate for all occasions (Im Nin'alu,”lf the doors are closed,” a

the very prevalent style in which some of them are written. For
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special songs for the events, Zaffa40 and Haduya41: “At Beinatsei “Eden"

(Thou Art Among the Trees of Eden)," “Lefelach Harimon (As the Slice

of Pomegranate),” “Reach Hadas (The Scent of Myrtle)," "Ayelet Hen

“Bo Leshalom HaTan (You Are Welcome,

Bridegroom),” "Emet ata Hatanenu (Truly You are Our Bridegroom),"

“Ahuv Yevarech Hehatan (The Beloved Will Bless the Bridegroom)."

Thursday is the wedding day. In the afternoon, prior to the

ceremony, the guests assemble at the bridegroom’s house and sing a

free selection of Diwan songs. In the evening, after the marriage

ceremony, they sing all of the wedding songs, Zaffa and Chaduya, as

described above.

On Saturday, the bridegroom is called up to the reading of the

Torah. The song "Shelomot Yagi’u,” whose words are appropriate for

the occasion, is performed.

The following Monday is the day of the ritual feast at the

bridegroom’s parents’ house. During the event, it is customary to sing

“Hatan Tena Hodakh (Bridegroom, Grant Your Splendor)” and “Hatani

Ma Meod Yakra Menato (My Bridegroom, How Precious Is His Share).”

Many Hallelot are sung during the ritual feast, in a certain logical order:

the first Hallel (Praise) is to the Creator of the world: "Ahelel Le'eli(l Will

33

bridegroom gets his haircut before the wedding ceremony. There are

40 It is a festive wedding song, used for accompanying the bridegroom or the bride to the canopy.
41 It is a short easy to memorize joyous wedding song.

(Graceful Doe),"
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Praise My Lord)”, or "Ahalel Leyachid Hameyuchad (I Will Praise the

Special One) “ etc.; the second Hallel is to the bridegroom, one of the

Hallelot beginning with the words Hehatan Haze (This Bridegroom); the

third Hallel is the guests’ congratulating the master of the house; the

fourth is the master of the house congratulating the guests; “Hahaverim

Haelu Titbarkhu (These Friends, be Blessed)’’; the fifth is the joint

blessing: "Hine Ma Tov (How Good It Is)”-, the sixth is again praise to

God: Veyishrok Lehoshi’enu(He Shall Whistle To Redeem Us).” During

Vekala(Embellisher of Bridegroom and Bride)” is added to all the other

songs.

In terms of structure, the songs are divided into forms: Shir (song,

Nashid in Arabic, and Nishwad in the plural form), Shira (poem, and in '

the plural form: Shirot), Hallel (Praise, and in the plural form: Hallelot),

along with various other transitional or rare forms. The majority of

Diwan songs are Shirot, which may be divided into two sub-groups,

based on their poetic structure: Shirot with Taushich and Girdle-song-

type Shirot.

The Songs (Nishwad) are relatively short (4-11 verses each), and in

identical striking rhyme at the end of every verse. In contrast to the

Qasida, which is a long epic poem, the Nashid is a short, introductory

34

terms of rhyming, they are the result of the Spanish Qasida, having an

the seven days of festivities, the song “Mehader Hatan
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function is an introduction to the long Shira to follow. The songs are all

written in Hebrew, with a several exceptions, when Arabic and Aramaic

the acronym AAA, both of which stand for the blessing; “Please, Lord,

said after the Nashid, in transition to the Shira that generally follows.

Most songs consist of two hemistichs, a "delet” (door) and a "soger"

(close). The close contains the “striking” rhyme, but sometimes all the

“doors” (opening rhymes) also rhyme, as, for example, in the poems

“Ahavat Hadasa” ( , Ehye Asher Ehye," “Ayumati Te’oreer Ha

Yeshenim. “

Hebrew Golden Age poem refers to a verse in the Qasida): the first

three hemistichs of every stanza rhyme with each other, while the last

hemistich rhymes with the “guide” (opening rhyme) of the entire poem in

‘bolting’ fashion, as in "Agil Veesmach.”

From a poetic perspective, the short poems’ category includes two

other forms: Zaffa and Chaduya, both in the wedding songs’ group.

These songs are characterized not by their form, but by their function:

Zaffa is sung as a procession song while the bridegroom or the bride
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Some Nishwad consist of four hemistichs, and may be regarded as

a transitional form to the Girdle song (the term “stanza” in a Spanish

are interwoven. The songs end with the opening word Ana (Please), or

save us; Please, Lord, make us successful” (Psalms 118, 25), which is

poem. Although it is a complete and independent poem, its main
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which one word is successively changed in alphabetical order: Ahuv,

Baruk, Gibor, Dagul, etc.

Girdle Poems known in Hebrew as Shirei Eizor are an ancient form,

originating in the Spanish Golden Age, and they usually embody

stanzas of four rhyming verses. The opening first stanza (sometimes

before a short "guide” of one or two verses), provides the striking rhyme

for all the stanzas in the poem, rendering its uniformity. All the other

stanzas have their own internal rhyming, but their closing verse always

rhymes with the opening guide.

The long Shirot with Taushich are a distinct form of Yemenite Jewish

poetry. The stanzas in this poetic form are usually longer, 8-10 verses,

and more assorted; the first and last verses are longer, consisting of

two hemistichs (door and close), and vary in meter. In the middle there

is the Taushich: three short verses consisting of one hemistich each.

Here as well, each stanza has its own internal rhyming, but the closure

various formulations for this structure regarding the number of verses,

length and meter; its structure principle is, however, constant.

The Hallelot are the final blessing, directed to all the participants,

with an occasional specific address to a certain figure: the host, the

36

(last one or two verses) rhymes with the opening stanza. There are

are delivered to the location of the ceremony, and the Chaduya is a 

general song of joy. These songs include many greeting songs, in



CHAPTER FOUR POETIC STYLE

bridegroom, the circumcised baby, etc. The Hallel is a rhyming prose,

and unlike the rest of the Diwan poems it is non-metric, with varying

majority of the Haflelot are in Hebrew, with few in Aramaic. The closing

verse of the Hallel is often a biblical quotation, and it seems that the

Hallelot were originally devised as a rhyming illustration of that closure.

Hallelot are a form unique to Yemenite Jews, not to be found among

other Jewish communities. Avraham Zvi Idelsohn has already observed

Hallelot are mostly

sung as a grand finale of the arrangement Nashid - Shira - Hallel, but

they are sometimes performed separately, particularly during

ceremonial events, such as the ritual feast, which is part of the wedding

events. Although the Hallel is relatively short, usually about one minute,

it carries great importance. This must be among the most ancient and

popular forms, as attested by its nature, which is more religious than

other Diwan forms.43

All Hallelot have a typical structure: The opening is usually actual

praise, directed at the celebrants or God. Then there is mention of

biblical figures, such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Moses and Aaron,

Samuel, Hannah and Elkana, Yehuda and Ephraim, Eli, etc. Biblical
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42 Idelsohn, A.Z. (1924). Otsar Neginot Yisrael, Vol. 1. Neginot Yehudei Teiman. (Hebrew), p. 12.
43 Bahat, A. (1986). ‘•The Hallelot in Yemenite Jewish Diwan." Yuval, Vol. V. the Abraham Zvi Idelsohn Memorial 
Volume, Magnes Publishing House, Jerusalem, (Hebrew), p. 158.

that “there is no such form in the Hebrew poetry.”42

verse lengths. There are no Hallelot in Arabic in the Diwan. The
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commandments, and the longings for salvation in Zion.

The Hallelot contain praises addressed to various figures,

depending on the nature of the event and the celebrants. First and

foremost is God, creator of the universe, who is addressed in many key

word: Eli (My God), Melekh Malkhaya (The Lord of Kings) Yachid

Hameyuchad (One and Special), Melekh Elion (Supreme King), etc. At

weddings, the Hallel is a tribute to the bridegroom, at circumcisions it is

the baby or his father, and in other festivities, the host or the owner of

this house, these friends, venerable teachers, all of these guests, etc.,

are the subject of the Hallel. All Hallelot begin and end with the word

“VeHaleluya” (and praise the Lord), which also ends the Shirot,

indicating that after the Shira one must move on to the Hallel.

The number of common Hallelot is around thirty (there are 31

Hallelot in the Amallel Shir Diwan and 28 in the Hafetz Haim Diwan),

but this number does not imply that the same people sing all of them.

Experience indicates that any group of people accustomed to singing

together habitually, eventually develops a preference for certain

Hallelot, which they all know by heart, and to which they keep returning.
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events are alluded to, as well as observance of religious
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Poetic Rhythms

The variety of poetical meters in the Diwan is great, including all of

the meters common in the Spanish poetry, along with new meters that

are variants of Spanish poetry or their offshoot.

There are some poems in the Diwan in syllabic meter [syllables in

the modern sense of the term]. Some scholars count the vowels

result]. It is apparent that all of these songs belong in the functional

part of the Diwan, that of Sabbath, holidays and wedding songs (Zaffa

and Chaduya), and are performed in free rhythm or short and simple

melodies. Syllable meters were very customary in Spanish poetry in

liturgical poems, and these songs in the Diwan are certainly the most

ancient ones, mostly anonymous, some with alternating words in

alphabetical order, attesting to their affinity with liturgical poems.

Other songs are metered in metric feet, with several variants, as found

in Spanish poetry, along with new meters, found particularly in

Shabazi’s poems.

From the point of view of our everyday speech, these meters are

archaic and meaningless, since in our times we read and sing

according to the tonic system, i.e., according to the accentuation of the

words, and not according to the vowels’ length. However, when
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Yemenite Jews sing the Diwan songs, the poetic meters take on a

without the mobile sheva and the hataf (semivowel), with the same
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pungent meaning, probably based on an ancient tradition, and they

often determine the punctuation and accentuation, even if they

contradict the sequence of the words.

40
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I. SHABAZI POETRY AS AN HISTORIC SOURCE

understanding the history of Yemenite Jewry. Yemenite Jewish poets,

often composed poems pertaining to historical events or knit into their

poetry events of an historic nature. Upon examining Shabazi's poems,

we discern poems which embody the political and social situation of the

Jews of Yemen and the events they experienced during the poet's

lifetime.

Before we begin to examine these events, we need to determine

the chronological context in which they were composed. The poetry

found in the first Diwan has no relevance to the harsh decrees that

befell the Jews of Yemen from 1667-1680, hence was not written later

than 1667. Regarding the second Diwan, there is no allusion to the

expulsion of Mawza, in 1679-1680. However, two poems on the famine

were written in 1677-1678. We can assume that the Diwans were

copied prior to the implementation of the Mawza decree of 1679.

In three of his songs, Shabazi describes two severe famines that

took place in Yemen, and effected both the Jews and the gentiles. The

first famine occurred in 1659 and is found in the poem entitled niTtrt

win TOK.

Part of the poem:
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ma’avn om ennui
>nup on^yi

maahn inn jrpnnxa 
mama jiwin inbw

The poems of Shabazi serve as a very important source to
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□’ten naiNn nnat
tniniw inn o>nwn

D’hw omnin onaj 01
>mn wn nns djiwi >nba -run atnn o

The second famine occurred in 1677-1678 can be found in the

poems: ima ’nnwai te inxpn xix and mifrx xite nnufrx Vipy

’mrtx Kite ’Taw’pK i>ip’
.-Kn’pD^X ]XH

ma aapnnx mo
:KT”rD IPI^D

nmtwi axns'iK

.-xn’pn Kpam
ana^x te D2>

:k")’ub yw m
nspnnx mo ja

:K-ro’ impa
KTfite nte X’

.-xnap^x nix
xnpwi’X ’2XDi

:xmin ■j’jpjra
xiznVp noX121 X’ I’i’X

:XTnyh>x wm
i’axwbx ■j'p'xb
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[mw1? o"2pnnx-rrspnnx nwa ainn ty] 
xnira nor oixo ja’o 7’tpj ^imnon 

(]”wa ]rx nnsp nimm) ji’v’jx ion maw vanx ^p^an

nnnax nmoi ]ai
mn'jxi nrf?x

’ioi>x ixai'px ja
DTO '71'71'7X2

mrpix xa iw
nmo t]i,,x'7i

XTfa xa ^2 jv 
xnoK'jK p'luai 

xiiw^x proa

□max ’ii'ixi
nai^x pte

hDi ]a mri 
x'itnte xr^y

xipn no”n
tom xite
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j’JVTDH nN ran D'M

3X13 W? NDin
mra mm3:D1XH TH3

Wl ’3133 D»m ’J’o nrn xa’i
D’H133 0’30X03mn’xa nvnixi

iimmo ij’tpw nps
mino nno dip

?m1M ’m ,Dip
rfwin num ^x:]Dpl Vra

X”H X’

The poet gives a personal account of the famine, and he believed

that comet he saw as a sign that a famine is about to occur. A village is

desolate and the animals in the fields are searching for food. This famine

impacts upon all social classes (rich and poor). The “gates” (home) of the

generous people are closed and the robbery and thievery rage in Yemen.

After all the animals were consumed by the people (because there was no

other food) and after the locust destroyed all the fruits, people ate only the

grass of the field and animal carcasses left in the field. The description of

the famine in the two songs attest to this as we found in the song written in

1659, that the poet himself suffered personally from the famine's setting.

A typical ending for the song in drawing forth a typical ethical lesson is:

44

mman its m noia npi 
noba maroon non ’3

nwons D’m'ax 'jx dw dix p 
•ran T”h3 D’m'jx’? min ]n

wpna nx vw vrfjx nx xt *mx

:(D’p’TXn) D’3BWH 1’3 VW ]71Z ]13
Dl’MO W’W

VD’pn tpxm

’bi'w tsmsi
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In a couple of his songs, Shabazi explains the realities of the Diaspora

Jews in Yemen and tells of the austere relationship existing between the

gentiles in Yemen and their rulers. He hints at certain situations. It is

doubtful that these poems were written because of this harsh relationship

existing between the gentiles in Yemen and their rulers. For example, in

his poem Ixnnn^K NTT ’5 ixoais found in the second Diwan, he writes

about three edicts that the rulers of Yemen decreed upon the Jewish

population of their land—the headress decree, the destruction of the

synagogues, and the orphan decree:

mai pwnx ’jx

mssn nosa

musi ria ’^a

rfpva m 'pa’Fn

ni’jxna xa xidi

x'potn pan’ 'm

nb’pai ’a1? not
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mw rra a’tnni 
ni’B’jn'p p nviaa

IK’IX'PX nu'po TXXpl 

mirnn aianv imnai) 
ix'm jvpa pi 

’JinniJ ’naanai)

D’Xrf?X ’Knu/a’px *7)P’
(■pari ’xnwan tax’)

D”X7 ’nuxa sfria
(7’nn ’am pan) 

d’xj la’bxa irrai
(btm ja’na »n”nji) 
■jNniK’TK ininx nai 

(ninxn ]a nrw naai)
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We can learn from the poems that the edict of orphans in Yemen was not

decreed at the end of the 18lh century but rather in the second half of the

17,h century. With respect to the religious subjugation—such as the

destruction of the synagogue, the prohibition of learning Torah, forced

conversion etc., Shabazi writes a great deal. For example in, TW

DNarfrK W is found in the second Diwan, he writes:

nana rip1? ’JX’on kid can muz

’js’kh m’o» manna1? toii

K2 ini'? mtn1?’■noa riKi ’0

»jip ms'? mn” aw’’raw nawn

’3D’O’ HT23 ma piuzntt■’'p'pna nwjNi
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And in the collection of the slichot for Yom Kippur are many references to

these edicts. For example, in the poem, m'pnm nnniR OT ittHI? livaa

m nra

rfTitun Kin ns?1? D’2in 1JTD “H’p ’33

nsn rhdi

nsp ’Wi

nsv ’Tiw
rfrsn niVtann wp’sn

’■pjz nm

’’pniN Tinn

min odd

min p'py bon

w yaw ’bx

nn'a iio’na rfm ’» nmt'j’ijn oai D’ns iddd nb
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D’wm D’1?! ^p maw 
D’twi f]u nm n’arf?

ni’lto 1J1D2D DVD 
ni’TD na 'pipa ’rsn

naw or invn Trot 
mn ’np’V

ni^Dpi num!
So too, in the poem, 1R1D’ Tty rfrsn sniuz 
o’wnyna an^y d’D’iki 
*punp Dty*? xip 

“pam nor 
nvon ’nD D’nnny 
n’mR’m ns y» 
Tam mot 
nnwi ’tram wi 
1’13 Vv ami pn 
1’am mDT

Complaining about the high tax decree Shabazi wrote:
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I’j’TH TWK 711’033 ’J131 imw jm “imp owV rap

I'p’npn im hdk ’» ’’w Kun vtaa o’nao nxm

References to these decrees are exclusively found in the second Diwan.

The basic nature of the following poem is of friendship towards the imam

(even if it contains some relationship to harsh decrees). These decrees

nim rwwD1? 3ns nsr D’jir on ]dt ’’23 pxuz

iwprr

imam inn ’pk *?knibm ’Jiva pstck

■f?wai rfm ’jk ’5m'jDira i»’n ’Vidis

We may, therefore, surmise, that the first Diwan included only

poems written before the harsh decrees that were inflicted upon the Jews

of Yemen, in the year 1667-1680. These decrees imposed conversions,

exile, destruction of synagogues, and forced conversion of orphans.

Thus, it is possible to date the composition (this Diwan) to before 1667.

Contrary to this, in the second Diwan there is an explicit expression of the

bitterness of this period. However, there is no mention of the Mawza

expulsion.

The second Diwan included the poem F1TC1 13U1K 013 K’ which is a

song of praise to the imam, al-Mahdi Ahmad ibn Hasan who ruled in 1676-

1681. This is not the only poem of praise that Shabazzi wrote to this

imam. Another poem praising the imam when he attacked the city of
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mp» ddk "w nn inft
and in the poem TTIDD1 11*13 ftK:

are discussed in generalities, as in the poem: mtwn npix ’H DDinh:
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Aden is called HOT KB rT?R ^2 and another pertaining to the

great conquest in the West and South of Yemen entitled aiRSn

P~)R31 were also composed. This imam was responsible

for the Mawza exile, the destruction of its synagogues, and had prohibited

public prayer (individuals could pray in secrecy). Therefore, one wonders

how Shabazi would write words of praise about this imam? We can only

speculate that these poems were written before 1679-1680, the years in

which these decrees were issued. This theory confirms the conclusion

that the songs in the second Diwan are from the period prior to the Mawza

exile.
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SHABAZI’S POETIC STYLE AND CONTENTII.

The collection of approximately one hundered and fifty of Shabazi’s

poems in two Diwans, even if they constitute a fourth or even less of

Shabazi’s works. His known works, enable the researcher to understand

their literary quality, something which is very difficult to do with the other

Diwans of Yemenite Jews—which are handprinted and incorporate not

only Shabazi’s poetry but works of other Yemenite as well as Spanish

poets. These one hundred and fifty poems reflect the general creativity of

Shabazi, and represent Yemenite Jewish poetry in general.

Stylistically speaking, there are four types of poems: nashwad,

shirot, hallelot, and piyutim. The poems written in the first three types,

although they are steeped in a religious milieu, can be classified,

according to the forms known in Spanish poetry; e.g., secular songs not

intended to serve as synagogue prayers but, to be used for life cycle

events. The nashid was written in classical form, which means that every

stanza is being divided into an opening and a closing (see glossary). The

Shira is longer than the nashid. The halell which, is recited between poem

and poem, is a short poem using a very simple strophic structure.

However, the nishwad and other Yemenite poems are interspersed. The

hallels are put together in a special section. The piyutim too, are grouped

in a special section in the second Diwan. All of them are solely for Yom

Kippur; e.g., all poets of Yemen that observe their tradition till this day
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composed piyuttim only for Yom Kippur, because for them that would be

prayers and secular songs in the second Diwan.

Regarding content, the first Diwan is of greater importance. The

poems date from the early period of Shabazi’s life, and contain reference

public leader. He was dependent on the goodwill of the rich and the

important people of this period because his economic situation was very

In the poems of the first Diwan, Shabazi speaks about hisdifficult.

teachers and he expresses his desire for knowledge and learning. These

are short and simple songs of a personal expression. He does not use the

qabbalah motif or the science of philosophy of the medieval period.

In contrast, the second Diwan Shabazi’s personal “I" is identified

with the national “I.” He writes a great deal about the difficulties of the

Jews in exile and the relationship between “Israel—the collective

community," represented as the Kallah of God. In the second Diwan,

Shabazi appears to us as a poet—a public messenger (the community

leader in poetry), whose personal aspect disappears and who is voicing

the collective agony of a nation suffering in an exile and is awaiting

salvation. This poetic style gains momentum in the second Diwan. All of
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to his personal autobiography, his relations with friends and indication as

to where he lived. This was the period when he was not known as a

an interruption of the order of the regular service. Shabazi included
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these works are poems confined to a single area and are composed in

three languages: Arabic, Aramaic, and Hebrew.

We should point out that Shabazi uses a standard form for the

introduction and conclusion of his poems. We should examine the

,y?HX' ,n3W /?X XIpX' tW ,TO hhSR etc. These are poems

(songs) read aloud, in front of many people. The poet both composed and

recited the poem in public. Other proems begin differently ,H’ ")W

,(!n1'?wn) 'PIDT X1 etc. Often the poet tries to attract the attention of the

listener with a particular message. Frequently the opening stanza’s of the

poem are in the third person like "WXW'JX 'JX? ,’Xnwtf?X 'Jlp’ ,Pxp

□PJDZ^X 3X ’JXP.

We cannot consistently figure out the poet’s identity from the poem.

In many songs, where the poet does not write his name in the beginning of

the poem, the only source is the closing stanza which is an acceptable

practice. Just as it is in the opening, so too is the ending, the poet

sometimes declares: the words: 'jlp'PX DKOn ZW’? Dinnx etc. The

ending stanzas are a rich source of personal information regarding the

poet and his surroundings that were unknown to us from the poems that

were earlier known to us. Here he mentions his friends, he describes his

difficulties, and he expresses himself in a lyrical and more personal way.
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common forms. Many songs begin with a proem by Shabazi, such as

z’naT’X pa1? □inK-itrny? zD’h’jk’j wb nan (rvrn) nxx x’



THE POETRY OF SHALOM SHABAZICHAPTER FIVE

Generally speaking, the last stanza’s content is similar to that of an ending

of a personal letter greetings to a friend, expressing thanks to God or to

the wealthy, a prayer, or begging forgiveness from God or asking for

something.

Shabazi also wrote secular poems using Arabic techniques, which

he knew well. The image of Shabazi as a righteous man in his generation

religious elements. Among the general topics in these poems influenced

by Arabic poetry, we find the topic of migration. The poet was forced to

wander from place to place and therefore, he experienced the feelings of

being both a foreigner and a nomad. It seems that the poet relates to this

situation more than the empty literature motifs use in Arabic poetry during

the medieval period. In the poem, Avteet ya gariv, the poet turns to the

nomad who found himself at a distance from his family and encourages

him not to tarry in his exile because his lover (family) is waiting for him and

the separation is very difficult for them. In another poem, the nomad asks

those who begged him not to delay himself in the exile, to show patience

and understanding to the stranger and not to mock his situation. While he

is talking this way, he is also describing the suffering of the immigrant and

speaks about the honor of welcoming the stranger and displaying

generosity and concern for the widow, the orphan etc.
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was not suitable to general poems. Furthermore, they lack national or



THE POETRY OF SHALOM SHABAZICHAPTER FIVE

The central theme that crosses a thin line in most of Shabazi’s

published poetry as well as his unpublished is that of exile and

redemption.

With this subject, so common in Hebrew literature of all periods,

Shabazi’s poetry reached a pinnacle which very few poets achieve. Both

biblical literature and medieval Hebrew poetry, influence Shabazi’s poetry.

All describe the relationship between God and Israel as a relation between

a lover and his beloved, a father and his son, and a master and his

servants. This type of relationship between God and Israel is always

described against the background of the tensions between Israel and the

gentiles. The collective nation of Israel is described as a princess, a bride

or a doe in exile. The poems constantly refer to the relationship of God to

the Jewish people and his love for them. God, contrary to this, is

compared as a lover, an uncle, a groom, a king, a deer, etc. His strength,

His might, and His beauty are extolled. Like the classical medieval

Hebrew poets Shabazi depicts the gentiles as wild enemies, or the sons of

the maid Hagar etc. As the speaker of Israel, the poet complains about

these children of the servant (Hagar) who oppress the beloved children.

Shabazi’s poetry, clearly alludes to the decrees against and the

persecutions of the Jews of Yemen during his time.

On this background of degradation and oppression of his age, the

poet repeatedly embraces his God reminding Him of His kindness towards
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Israel in the past and anticipates an early salvation. He constantly lauds

the greatness of God (Creator of the universe). God’s main goal is to

show His kindness to His people Israel. Most of his poems invoking the

with one of the important periods in the history of Israel (the exodus from

Egypt, the receiving of the Torah at Sinai, or the building of the first

Temple). The goal of these songs is not only to embrace the distant past

but also to compensate the poverty and the degradation of the Jews in the

exile by reminding them of God’s salvation of Israel in ages past. The

poet affirms that God will not desert His people and that the glory of the

past can serve as a testament to the future redemption of Israel
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distant past directly open with the description of creation of the world or
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III. Shabazi’s Poetry and the Messianic Link

During the years 1677-1678, between the decree on the destruction

of the synagogues and the decree to exile the Jews in Yemen, a famine

prevailed in Yemen that further exasperated the societal status of the

Yemenite Jews. The harshness of the starvation is echoed in two poems

by Shabazi (mentioned on page 42-43). He writes that the situation

became so bad that people ate weeds in the field and the carcasses of

animals.44 In newly translated Arab sources, the Mawza exile emerges as

just a climax of an entire series of oppressive acts suffered by the

Yemenite Jews, and an immediate result of the messianic activity of

Nonetheless, despite the tremendous suffering endured by the

Jews of Yemen resulting from their belief in Shabbetai Zevi in 1666-1667,

they did not lose their belief in messianism nor Judaism. The conversions

mentioned above should be understood as the mental and spiritual

breakdown of the weaker personalities in the community who could not

reaction to the oppression by the government was the noble attitude of

Jamal, who was martyred, and of other leaders of the community who

refused to convert in return for acquittance from harsh punishment. We
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1667.45

44 Seri and Tobi. (1976). The New Poems of Rabbi Shalom Shabazi, Machon ben Ivzvi, Hebrew 
University, Jerusalem, pp. 10, 32, 33, and 126.
45 See: van Koningsveld, P.S., Sadan, J., and Al-Samarri, Q. (1990). Yemenite Authorities and Jewish 
Messianism, Leiden University, Faculty of Theology.

endure the starvation precipitated by the famine. The more common
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attain some understanding pertaining to the strength of the messianic

Yemenite Jew found in the tiklal:

account of our many sins the coming of our Messiah

was delayed and some harsh decrees were renewed

and the kings of the nations sought to drive us out in

await and hope for His salvation, He in his mercy and

great kindness may he do with us for the sake of His

name and expedite the coming of our Messiah and

redeem us from the nations and uphold the words of

the prophet: As in the days of your exodus from the

land of Egypt I shall reveal miracles, may it be His

Therefore, Jamal blames the community itself, and has no criticism

against the deceit of Shabbetai Zevi. Neither does Shabazi see any falsity

in the notion that the year 1667 was to be the year of redemption.

Shabazi’s poem:, ’’hP IROb47 he petitions the Almighty and

requests that his people be redeemed. Shabazi holds the Zaydi rule
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46 Manuscript of the National Library in Jerusalem, no. 4497 (Ya’ri 1963, p. 48, Tobi, 1999, p. 81).
47 Tobi, Y. (1986). lyunim bmegilot teyman, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, p. 137.

culpable for the hardships that transpired against the Jews of Yemen as

the year 1678 and they appointed a time [...] Now we

belief among the Yemenite Jews from the words of an anonymous

The year of the redemption was in 1667 and on

will.46
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the result of their belief in Shabbtai Zevi. In another poem entitled; ntK13J

Shabazi understands the transgression as the rationale to why the
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“Suddenly the time of redemption shall come/And we shall go up to the Mount

Zion in joy”
“We shall hear the sound Shofar blowing/And the king is seated in his canopy 

In justice and charity strewn/ln the tower of strength and the vale of vision"

“The sons of an innocent man begged forgiveness/ Perhaps the sin will be 

atoned
On that day call on the Lord/For the covenant of the fathers will not be breached 
Day and night purify yourselves/Arouse yourselves from the weight of dust....”

naw Vip ran/p’s “in nro rf»y)/nw’ ny kis’ oixna 
nsz '?i>»3 nsn-it npixi udwqd ]t>tdn3 3w “fai/nm-in 

nnn m

..... irniW KP w’ ’d/ijk’m ii’tn ’M/nwtaj ’nan 'rmw
I heard words of prophecy/From the voice of the vision of our prophet 
Prophecies were borne on me/That there is an end to our exile

’nsw’ ’n'at ’’n’? /’^a ’jn’Dtn/’mw’? mp’ nt ’ai/’Vw nan ^a 
“The King of Arab conspired against me/And who is he who will arise to aid me 
They mentioned my deeds/lf not the God of my salvation"

___ m ■ran’? wp3 ’a/’Vns topi naiz 
“Stood and envied on my accounVFor they sought to change my faith”

iw ” nx nt ni’/TEns’ pan ’Vix/itppn .nn W’x ’» nn^o 
-idv ra nvnn/iwipnn am’ nain ntsx mn ’3/

’~)3T ’nVPtP, Shabazi accounts how matters began:

Messianic redemption was not fulfilled. Thus, he implores his community 

to beg forgiveness from God. Especially astonishing is his use of DV and 

and p’TFI ’1 due to their apparent link with the Sabbateanism.
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Migdal Oz is the name given by the Sabbateans to the Galipoli fortress

where Shabbetai Zevi was incarcerated48 and Ge Hizayon is the name of

the Sabbatean treatise from Yemen. However, we cannot presume that

the belief in the messianism of Shabbetai Zevi lasted in Yemen as long as

it did in other countries.
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48 Scholem, G. (1967). Shabbetai Zvi veha-tenuah Hashabtait beyamav, Jerusalem (H). 
pp. 375-376.



CONCLUSION

By and large, it is feasible to assert that messianic activity in Yemen in

1667 grew as a local movement, even though it was nurtured by letters and

rumors about the messianism of Shabbetai Zevi. However, as we have indicated

above, the Sabbatean belief was not accepted in Yemen. The Jews of Yemen

viewed this experience simply as another episode of the messianic longing that

Sabbateanism and the hardships that descended on it because of messianic faith

(not until the rise of the Enlightenment at the end of the 19th century). Therefore,

it is conceivable that essays pertaining to Sabbateanism and brought to Yemen

from the outside were not censored by the sages of Yemen. Hence, the work of

the Sabbatean Nehemyah Hiyya Hayyun called Divre Nehemtah was accepted in

Yemen and the Jewish sages had a tendency to quote it in their books.49 Another

book called Hemdat Yamim was revered and used by the Yemenite Jewish

sages. Nonetheless, we should not conclude that there were secret Sabbateans

in Yemen after the collapse of the movement. In one of Shabazi’s poems ’’Hi?'?

fTWa trim Tin is mindful of the need to lessen messianic expectations

and tension: “The day of redemption is unclear and the end of days will not be
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was part of their history. Consequently, there was no backlash in Yemen to

revealed; happy is he who awaits, and believes.”50

49 Tobi, Y. (1999) The Jews of Yemen: Studies in their History and Culture, Brill, Leiden, Boston, Koln, 
p.83; (1982). Kitve hay ad ha-teymanim bemakhon Ben Zvi, Jerusalem.
no. 5, p.22.

50 Idelsohn, A.Z. (1919). Hanieshorer hateymani r. Shalom ben Yosef shabazi veshirato haivrit, Mizrah 
Umaarav 4, pp. 8-16, 128-137 (H)



There also appears to be some significance in the fact that Shabazi’s

poem ,n^1?n rfr1? in which he expressly discloses his faith in the

prophecy of Nathan of Gaza

from the two manuscripts in which it was copied.

During the 19lh century and more recent times, the Jewish sages of the

Yemenite community have severely criticized Sabbateanism in an attempt to

diminish its significance. Amram Qorah acknowledges this, and attempts to

explain what is recorded in the Arabic chronicles concerning the declaration of

revolt by the Jews of San’a that the nagid Jamal and a few of his deranged

cohorts made a huge error in judgement. This is contrary to Idelsohn’s view that

Shabazi believed in Shabbetai Zevi a conclusion based on allusions found in

Shabazi’s poetry. The scholars Nadaf and Ashaykh claim that these allusions

should not be interpreted as raftering to Shabbtai Zevi and his movement.

Given the research available to us, we can conclude, that the Shabbetai

Zevi movement did not precipitate the expulsion of the Jewish population of

Yemen to Mawza. Rather, the expulsion to Mawza transpired as a reaction to

belief in messianism by Jew and Muslim, social-economic chaos (due to the

famine), and the ascent of a new imam.
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on the coming of redemption in 1667, is missing



GLOSSARY

Bolt- The last hemistich of the verse, usually the second,

completing the delet.

Bolting Rhyme- Is a single rhyme for all verses of a poem.

Commonly found in Qasida and Nashid formats.

Is a paraliturgical book of Yemenite Jews. In Spain,Diwan-

the term pertains to a collection of poems by a single

poet, and later on, to a collection of poems by many

poets.

Girdle Song (in Arabic Muwashshah}-

Is a strophic poem whose opening rhyme, rhymes

with the end of each stanza, although each of the

stanzas has an internal rhyming of its own.

Hallel- A praise (in plural Hallelof), a blessing sung at the end

of the continuum Nashid-Shira-Hallel. The text of

Hallel is rhymed prose not metered, often ending with

a biblical verse.

Nashid- (in plural Nishwad),

bolting rhyme. A

direct extension of medieval Qasida. The number of

verses of a Nashid is usually limited (4-11 in most

cases).

62

Yemenite Jewish Diwan, with a

a song format popular in



A prevalent format in medieval Arab and HebrewQasida-

poetry: a long epic poem with a single bolting rhyme.

Song in Hebrew = Nashid.Shir-

(in plural Shirot) A Diwan form which includes girdleShira-

songs and more developed poems, with Taushich in

the middle.

Is a poetic unit consisting of several verses (alsoStanza-

known as strophe). The girdle songs mostly consist

of four line stanzas and the Shirot have a large

number of lines in each stanza.

Is a section of three short lines, of one hemistichTaushich-

each, in the middle of the Shira, separating the long

lines which begin at the end of the stanza.

Is the prayerbook (liturgy) of Yemenite Jews, similarTikhlal-

to the Machazor in other congregations.
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