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INTRODUCTION * BACKGROUNDS

Nothing is more delightful than the excursion into the past. Whether

it be as an anodyne for the woes of life or ae a quest of. the spirit to find

are the most redeeming joys of our planet, so often grey with the presage of

disillusionment and despair.

Here are lands, purple with promise, perhaps because they are just remote

enough to deceive the critical eye of the literary adventurer. Here are people,

And here is Time, relentless in its historic irony, washing away thesecome.

until only the patient scholar, freighted with the essential apparatus of

languages, literatures, histories, philosophies and what not, may venture with

any assurance to stick his bookish nose into the tattered folios which History

has washed up from the yesterdays and read aright the story written in fading

letters upon the yellowing manuscripts.

Most of us, alas, are denied this rare joy of independent, adventuresome

The staff of scholarship, the apparatus of learning, is muchexploration.

No one knows better than the writer of this«*»veer than the shepherd’s stave.

feeble essay, the unhappy plight under which he has labored, handicapped by

requisite for one who would approach the technical side of the medieval Hebrew 

poets,— stumbling timorously through pages of German, — did ever any one go

moat meagre Hebrew knowledge, completely ignorant of Arabic meters,— a pre­

moving behind the veils of memory, waiting for a resurrection that may never

threads of memory, now with a flood or a fire, again with a war or an earthquake,

a larger and a more sweeping horizon, surely these tranquil journeys backward
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more brokenly and blindly into the twelfth century? Only thia can he plead by

way of extenuation, - that what he has lacked in knowledge he has atoned for in

affection. Leaning as best he could upon the pioneer researches of others, he

hopes that he has not missed altogether this quickening pleasure of stumbling

upon a genius, buried deep beneath the eight long centuries that have piled upon

Abraham Ibn Ezra.

This has been for the writer a grand, heroic adventure. It has meant the

sweep of a soul, willing to fling itself over space and time and live again in a

forgotten day. Not a stilted romance, this, feeding upon the tawdry melodrama

of unreality, but a soul-siimmoning quest, seeking to commune once more with a

great spirit, whose life makes possible an enrichment of our own.

For many days I have sailed softly away and dogged the foot-steps of our

literary vagabond as he wanders from Toledo in Spain, — wanders through North

I have floated with him upon the

blue Mediterranean, now placid, now tumultuous. I have accompanied him to Rome,

to Mantua and Lucena. I have journeyed on with him to the Provence and then to

Dreux in the North of France. Farther even we have gone to London, England

where Abraham Ibn Ezra spends the winter of 1158, and so back through France where

the trail ends about 1167.

between Navarre

and Old Castile....

It is a medieval world.It is a different world we are in from our own.

A Dark Age, we sometimes call it, perhaps because we are dark about it and what

little we know of its institutions seems hopelessly cruel and intolerable. It

Feudal lords wereIt was an age of war and conquest.was a period of unrest.

"Some fought to aggrandize themselvesconstantly arrayed against one another.

at the expense of their neighbors} others fought to avenge injuries; in fact,

Africa and Palestine, — yea, even to Bagdad.

Now scholars must quarrel as to whether Abraham Ibn 
Ezra died in Rome in that year or in Calahorra in the Pyrenees,
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fighting was for many the beet loved sport, and any pretext But the

likelihood of obtaining booty in some

The spirit of unrest was in the air. Men turned to speculations on the

It was an era of pilgrims and ascetics. Individuals were

praised for their self-denial and self-torture. "Legends of the saints dwelt

were founded toward

the close of the eleventh and in the beginning of the twelfth century, and soon

Such was the European Christian world in which Abraham Ibn Ezra moved. It

Christendom of brave knights and fair ladies. It was a Christendom inwas a

which ignorance was all but universal.

presented many dangers, especially for a Jew.' There were Norman lords...

"in the year 1119 a great Norman lord, Eustache de Bertrail, son-in-law of the

King of England, ordered the eyes of one of his hostages put out. A nobleman,

the father of the victim, caused the daughters of Eustache to be delivered to

Up to the Lateran Council in 1215, this was a typical method of justice..

lovingly upon marvelous incidents of mortification of the flesh...New monastic 

orders, embodying stricter discipline and greater asceticism,

In the svunmer and autumn of 1096, when Abraham Ibn Ezra was a

was good.
zest for combat was keenest when there was 

form."

It was a bloody march...And the Jews in Spiers, Maybnce and Worms were hopelessly
, 5massacred...

life after death, believing that a life of suffering on earth would profit them 
in the hereafter.2

To travel from one country to another 
5a

him by their grandfather, put out their eyes and cut off their noses. These 
acts of savage violence were still frequent in the 14th and 15th centuries.*..

child of four, the Crusades started under Count Raymond of Toulouse, described 
by a contemporary " as fanatical as a monk and as land-greedy as a Norman.*^

enrolled a great number of converts. Religious leaders like Peter Damian! and 

popes like Gregory VII lent their influence to the increase in the practice of 

asceticism.
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It was called 'The Judgment of God.1 "Somotir.eo ( the victim ) was thrown

bound into a pool of water, if he went to the bottom lie won, if he floated he

lost. At the moment when he was thrown into the water the priest adjured the

water in these words: " I adjure thee, Oh water! in the

These tests were called ordeals....

Such was something of the humanity of Christian Europe in the Twelfth

Century. But Abraham Ibn Ezra grows up in Moslem Spain. This country had
been convulsed with painful political changes in the eleventh century. Ever

since 1009, Mohammedan Spain had been in wild civil war. In the course of the

century, the caliphate lost practically all of its power. In almost twenty years,

there were as many as eleven new chai ifs in Cordova. This state was fraught

with serious consequences. Between the rulers of the many small principalities

that quarreled with one another, there were many petty jealousies. Each little

capital tried to be a center of scholarship and learning. In the end, these

political bickerings proved to be disastrous. The small Christian states in the

Under Ferdinand 1 ( 10J5 - 1065 )North now began to unite with one another.

there begins the great advance of Christianity in Spain which brought about

later domination of Spain, Ferdinand 1stgreat changes.

already calls himself "King of Spain". After his death, the realm was divided

For the next seven years there is civil war but finally oneamong his sons.

son, Alfonso VI ( 1072 - 1109 ) becomes the supreme ruler of Castille. Constantly

at war with the Arabs, he achieved his greatest victory in 1085 with the conquest

Hie successes at last showed the Arab rulers the danger lurking inof Toledo.

they turned to the Berber ruler of Morocco for assistance.

a terrible battle that was fought between Alfonso VI, King ofThis was
Leon, Castile, Galicia and Navarre and Yusuf Ibn Tashifin, King of the

Prophetic of Castille's

9*

name of the Almighty

God, who created thee, and ordained thee to serve the needs of man, not to 
receive this man if he is culpable... .but cause that he float upon thee!..?

their quarrels and so



It took place on Oct. 22, 1086.Almoravides along with the Andalusians. It

suspected the trickery of Alfonso and "ceaselessly consulted hie astrologer.

The fate of Spain hung upon the Issue of the forthcoming battle, and the

Castilians were numerically superior.

But Yussuf did not make use of his victory. Upon the death of his eldest
son, he had returned to Africa. Shortly thereafter, however, Mu'tamid needed

wrest it from the Cliristlans, and if you can do so, you will render an immense

service to religion.

And so Yussuf came. He crossed the Straits with his troops, landed at Algeciras

Yusuf was not regarded very favorably by the upper classes. They considered

When Mu'tamid asked him whether he understood thehim a churl and a barbarian.

poems recited before him by the Sevillan poets, he replied: "All I understood

Moreover, the men of letters

were quite content with their position, and desired no change. The courts of the

petty tyrants were so many Academies, and literary men were spoiled children of

the princes who lavished luxuries upon them.

Southern Spain was finally united under the dynasty of the Almoravides and

endured from about 1086 until 114? when the Alraohades came. 'I
the 12th century, when Abraham Ibn Ezra was a boy of seven^or^eight, 

Spain was united under the sceptre of the King of Morocco.

his help and came personally to beg the Almoravide ( Yussuf ) to come to the 
defense. "Aledo lies in the heart of our country, it is impossible for us to

You have already been our deliverer; save us once more."

is interesting to note, in connection with Ibn Ezra's beliefs, that Mu'tamid
w8

At the beginning of

all Moslem y

Three pious princes

in the Spring of 1090, and effecting a junction with Mu'tamid, invited the 

Andalusian princes to march with them to besiege Aledo.

Alfonso was badly defeated by Yussuf 
and "escorted by only five hundred horse, with difficulty escaped.

was that their composers were in need of bread." In a land of scholars, like 

Andalusia, such shortcomings were unpardonable.
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rule in succession over Andalusia. They aret

1. Yusuf

It was under ’Ali especially that the Andalusian poets suffered from lack

of proper patronage. The Fakihs had become exceedingly powerful and exercised

an especially strong influence over the devout ruler. The poets of Spain hated

this parsimonious clergy and naturally felt little inclined to sing the praises

of those who had brought about so great a change in their personal fortunes.

We listen to the complaint of a contemporary poet, Ibn Baki, who journeys

hungry from town to town.

ago departed. Your gardens yield no fruit, your skies no rain. Yet I have merit,

and if Andalusia rejects me, ’Irak will welcome me. To seek to live by poetic

most intolerable, especially for those who were not Moslems. We are presented

with uncouth invaders who while posing as patrons of literature, were in reality

When we turn to

If one may trust thisGraetz, however,

Jewish historian, the position of the Jews under the Almoravides was not merely

Not only were Jews placed insecure but in some cases was highly honorable.

charge of certain financial functions of the state; their poets and scientists

Thus we hear that Abu Ayub ( Solomon Ibnwere received with honor at the court.
the court-physician of

Another Jewish physician of Saragossa,

2. 'Ali ( 1106 - 114j )
J. Tashifin ( 114? - 1145 )12

"I live among you, my fellow-countrymen," he laments, 

"in poverty and distress, and had I preserved my self-respect, I should have long

Poverty was now the singer’s lot.

/ Almuall^m ), a Jewish physician and poet of Seville was 

'All and was called prince and vizier.

Thus far we have followed the evidence of Dozy who pictures these times as
14

talent here is madness; for the land containeth none but dolfish and miserly 

upstarts." x

semi-barbarians and tasteless imitators of Andalusian culture.
15 we receive quite a different impression.



celebrated was Abu-Harun Moses ( 1070 - 11J9 ) and finally the most brilliant

■tar of thia period, Jehudah ben Samuel Hallevl, born in Toledo about 1086 and

he journeys toward Palestine.

hia mournful Lay of Zion by the ruins he had longed to behold.

It is into this golden age of Jewish creative literary activity that

Abraham Ibn Ezra was born. When one recalls his distinguished contemporaries,

poets of the quality of Moses Ibn Ezra and Judah Hallevl, and when one in addition

calls to mind the amazing versatility of our genius, at home in philology,

grammar, mathematics, philosophy, astronomy and the medieval occult science,

astrology, the wonder is not that Abraham Ibn Ezra was able to write poetry that

should commend itself to his contemporaries and to posterity but that he should

have been able to caper about in verses at all. No matter how we moderns may

respond to the metrical fashions of the twelfth century, we must surely confess

that here we are confronted with a man of extraordinary knowledge and ability,—

a towering Jewish personality of the Middle Ages.

It was our purpose in these opening pages to set something of the background

of the times in which Abraham Ibn Ezra moved.

reflected in his poetry, we shall now turn briefly

and more directly to a survey of his life.

Solomon ben Sakbel,

Ibn -Ezra of Granada of whom, according to Graetz, the most

ridden down and slain by an Arab when at last he reached his goal and was singing
16

may mention Joseph ben Jacob Ibn 
lik Ibn-/adlk ( 1080 - 1148-49,

Finally we

intimacy with his spirit as

We are left with the unhappy tradition that this sweetest singer of all was

passing from the page of history sometime after 1141 as

may call to mind the names of several poets of the periodt 
the four brothers

Of the important Rabbis of the time, 
Sahal ( 1070 - 1124, Cordova ), Abu-Amr Joseph ben ^ad: 

Cordova ) and Joseph ben Meir Ibn-Migash Hallevl ( 1077 - 1141 ).

Abulha^san Abraham ben Meir Ibn Kamnial, held a prominent court position under 

'All.

Before attempting to reach an
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Ibn Ezra believed in astrological fatalism but he endeavored to reconcile it 
with the ethical purpose of Divine Providence. According to Ibn Ezra, the 
events of the sublunar world and the destinies of men are governed by the 
positions and motions of the heavenly bodies, in turn determined by the 
Intelligences or angels. The motions of the heavenly bodies are determined and 
invariable. But this does not mean that one cannot escape the evil destined by 
the stars. Ordinarily God does not know the particular individual. But exceptions 
are made when a person by developing his'soul and intellect succeeds in his 
life-time in separating his soul from the corporeal and pai 
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accomplishing this, he will attract to himself the special 
Divine, which will enable him to evade the evil threatened by his stai 
however changing the star's natural course. Ibn Ezra illustrates hov 
be done in an interesting way. Suppose it is fated according 1 
that a certain city shall be flooded by a river and its inhabitt 
A prophet comes and warns them, urging them to repent of their evil i 
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Thus does Ibn Ezra reconcile the stars and the justice of God.
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CHAPTER II

THE

Abraham Ibn Ezra was born in Toledo about 1092 - 9}. According to Rosin,

Thia conclueion la baaed upon the Biblical verse,

which, with characteriatic wit he la aaid to have applied to himself upon hia

from the troublea of thia world."

Just where our acholar-poet wae buried we do not know.

While

thia atateraent haa been doubted. Until new evidence

la brought to light, we rauet permit thia problem to remain unaolved.

the

Now he calls himaelf Ben Ezra, or the aon of Meir.Spaniard.

of R. Meir, the aon of Ezra, the Spaniard.

How long Ibn Ezra remained in hia birthplace ia unknown. Graetz and Fried-

llnder believe that the war-atricken condition of Toledo forced him to forsake that

la it likely, as Kahana pointe out in hia misleading biography of Ibn Ezra,

Indeed, until Albrecht proved that Ibn Ezra wasWe next hear of him in Cordova.

death bed ( Gen. 12x4) t

Ocha thinka that it
5

It ia intereating to note the varioua ways in which our poet referred to 
himself. Sometimes he writea hia name merely as Abra^m; again as Abraham,

son and returned, being forced to leave a second timet

out hia name more fully, Abraham, the son

£ii a

Friedlander, Ochs, Bacher and others, the evidence is clear that our poet died 
2 

on Monday, Jan. 2J, 1167.

bftyuvA? city- 
that he left first with hia

is very questionable that Ibn Ezra died in Calahorra as Zacuto reported. 
Rome has been mentioned also,^

LIFE OF ABRAHAM

: o'Piyn qn — lino innxi nw d’jmi o'jr? con n mini 
Him >’t h-itv inn idbj r.opnn "n njr pm rr'11 oi'm )

• (ii* ni'no iin'D9 njri loxy1? jd'd msi
"And Abram ( Ibn Ezra ) wax seventy-five years old when he departed from "Haran" -

It ia generally now admitted, Graetz and others notwithstanding,tliat

Elsewhere he writes
5

IBN EZRA
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.<e are uncert' ...ithe tasks of scholarship. That he was

familiar with the writings of Abraham ben Hiya, the astronomer and philosopher, and

Nothing could be more natural

as has been said by Zunz, " a genius who commanded all the knowledge of

his time."

-9

Distinguished Jewish scholars of the day were happy to share the friendship

of Ibn Ezra.

5 Joseph Ibn

Moses Ibn Ezra, the

Great men, by the force of their personalities, become the subject of legend

and fiction. That Abraham Ibn Ezra shares this distinction is particularly apparent

him and Judah Hallevi.
Their mothers were

The story narrated by Gedaliah Ibn Yahya ben Joseph,

in fact, is sufficiently interesting for us to record heret
The author of the 3efer Yohasin

Other accounts whose historicity have been likewise questioned would
16

have Ibn Ezra the sor>>in-law of Judah Hallevi.

6 
born in Toledo, Cordova vied with Toledo as the birthplace of our poet.

According to Zacuto, Judah Hallevi was a cousin of Ibn Ezra. 
15 

sisters.

In both these cities Ibn Ezra must have devoted himself most diligently to 
... 7me teachers.

t~- theologian.

little money, but very much wit; he had an innate aversion to all superficiality.

gifted poet, was a personal friend of Ibn Ezra and according to some writers, it 
is possible that they were related by family tles.^

the Rabbi of Cordova, had cordial 
12

17 while without basis

"Rabbenu Abraham, the son of Meir, Ibn Ezra.

(1^ 
■iAa).

He was "equally celebrated as poet, grammarian, commentator, and

he actually studied under them is another matter.'
with the works of R. Yefeth, the Karaite, is clear from his mention of them. Whether

3

R. Joseph of Narbonne wrote to ask him to solve several problems 
10 / 11dealing with the calendar. Joseph Ibn Zaddik, 

relations with him as did also the immortal Judah Hallevi.

in the conflicting remarks we encounter as to the relationship that existed between
14It is amply acknowledged that both knew each other.^1

I

-u
4...

than that this personality should speedily attract the attention of his contemporaries 
lA^^-For he was,

He was an excellent mathematician and astronomer; he possessed very



wrote that R. Judah, mentioned above

He was a great scholar in Bible exegesis,

"Already most of his wisdom and works are known throughout the diaspora. Thus

much

com-

When she grew up,

his wife used to urge him to marry her off while he was alive so that on one

occasion the learned man became angry with her and made an oath to marry her off

to the first Jew who would come before him.

When

countenance fell.
And the man dissembled and the truth was not known from him.' Soknew Torah.

the woman went to her husband at his study and wept before him and carried on.

And Rabbi Judah went out and spoke to him. But Ibn Ezra
deceived him* After much supplication of Rabbi Judah,

And he was diligent in

Now it came to pass one night that R.

but

And Ibn Ezra asked

But

19
> were sons of two sisters.

find in the written compositions of Maimoni.les which he penned for his son, 

laudation and praise for the scholarship of this sage, and he ( Maimonides )

make his name great." 
28> and kept his name from him.

Despite all this, she began to inquire of his name and if he
26

had found it exceedingly difficult to compose 
poem "0 Lord, let Thy kindness."^0

he did not come. His wife went and urged him to come to eat.
Rabbi Judah what had happened in the school that he had tarried so long.

18> and ‘.his Ibn
23 21

in grammar, in poetry and in astrology...

the woman saw this poor fellow, she recalled the oath of her husband and her
25

But Rabbi Judah said unto her, " Do not fear, I will teach him Torah and I will
27

" And I have heard said that Rabbi Judah Hallevi, the author of The Cuzari, 

was exceedingly wealthy and had but one beautiful daughter.

Ibn Ezra pretended to begin to learn Torah from him.
29 cunning and pretended to make progress.

And it came to pass on the morning
24 that R. Abraham Ibn Ezra entered by chance, clothed in tattered garments.

we
-ivi ”4^

xfai

-vt

Judah delayed to come home from the house of study on account of this-- that he
a line for the letter "Resh* in the 

And his wife called him to eat hie meal^1

manded him ( his son ) to learn his compositions ( Ibn Ezra's ) with all his ability.

This sage wandered in the diaspora of the world most of the days of his life as 
l^appears from the colophons of his compositions. I have heard many deeds concerning 

44* his affairs, his accomplishments and his clear literary style which I refrain from 
22 

® writing about to avoid long-windedness.



the learned man mocked him.

woman went to the study of her husband, for she too was scholarly, and she took

the manuscript of her husband and showed it to Ibn Ezra. Then Ibn Ezra arose

he took a pen and began to revise two or three places in the hymn. And when he

to give the Jews a double reward. And when Rabbi Judah saw this affair, he

know that thou art Ibn Ezra, and thou wilt be my son-in-law.11 Then Ibn Ezra

And Rabbi Judah

gave him his daughter as a wife together with all his wealth. Rabbi Judah

son-in-law should also remain there in his writings to hie honor.

And he said at the hour of his

death, "And Abram was seventy and five years old when he departed out of Haran, -

when he left the troubles of this world."

While legend thus comes to fill the places where

facts, we must confess that of this first period in Spain we have little authentic

knowledge. We may merely conjecture that these early days must have been spent

in studious application of the available culture of the day and that not merely

We have already noticed that the sciences and philosophies of thein Jewish lore.

We have seen likewise that he was very much attime were not unfamiliar to him.

believed, is

removed the mask from his face and confessed and was not ashamed.

gradually composed the line beginning with the letter "Resh" in his poem beginning 

"Esther stirred up the King, etc.," but he desired that the "Resh" line of his

in the year 1065 and there are

However Ibn Ezra persist—1 so much that this worthy 
■dkb-/, 

and

we grope in darkness for

These were days of absorption rather than of creative scholarly activity. 

But they were relieved of their tedium by poetical compositions, some of which,

"And I have seen in the Book "Foundation of the World" that Ibn Ezra died

home in Bible, grammar and exegesis.
56Talmudical studies, as Llppmann

reached the letter "Resh" he wrote that whole first line which begins " God consented 
h52

rejoiced exceedingly and he embraced and kissed him, and he said to him: "Now I
55

others who say 1194, the second day of the month
55of Adar, when he was seventy-five years old.

Whether he had carried on extensive 

matter of doubt.



I fashioned songs and hung

Them on the Jews
As a necklace,*

We face conjecture once more when we inquire into the personal family life

of Ibn Ezra.

We know from several bold poems that his

We also know that his son Isaac

Whether therefore it was the instinctive wanderlust of our poet, or that

unhappiness drove him on, or the desire to bring back Isaac to Judaism, the fact

remains that the rest of Ibn Ezra's life was spent in a vagabondage, beginning

with his journey on to Lucena and carrying him away from Spain to other climes.

Albrecht believes that it was earlier

Since it has been shown that most of his poetry

1140 we may regard as a fixed date when Ibn Ezra was in Romeafter this.

but it seems a mistake to think that our poet did not wander about for a long time

before he finally came to Italy.

believes that Ibn Ezra made two journeys from Spain, the first and earlier one in

a circumstance that brought

marriage took place under that characteristic ill-fortune of which Ibn Ezra so 
frequently facetiously complains.We also know that his son Isaac ^probably

went over to Islam ( although Kahana denies this ) - 
4?great sorrow to this distinguished father.

Some have held that Ibn Ezra left Spain somewhere about 1140 and mark the
44 second period of his life with this date.

45
* and fixes the date at 11J7.
yj^^^^dates from the first period in Spain and that the date assigned for this work is 

1120, it seems possible that Ibn Ezra may have left Spain some time shortly
47

It has been stated that his marital life was unhappy and that he 
40 

obtained a divorce from his wife.

"Before when I was young

sparkling with his ready wit, afforded p Insure to his intimates while the liturgical 
58pieces dealt with more earnest themes. Our poet himself speaks of this devotion

to his muse in a long poem beginning: "Wandering has sapped my strength"?^

Kahana, W.hOM inaccuracies force us to be very sceptical of his statements,
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the company of hie son Isaac. They journeyed together to Egypt where he Labored

manuscript that had been written by Dunash Ben Labrat and which containedover a

a large Jewish community and where lived the "Heads of the Exile".

Persia and even went as far

Their travels must have been exceedingly interesting for they were able to study

the customs and manners of many peoples. Some of these folk entertained strange

the wonders of nature that he beheld, while

all the time he was enriching himself with information that had not percolated

through to Europe. Then he left his son Isaac in Babylon and he himself, poor in

money as before but enriched by hie experiences, returned to Spain by way of North

Africa.

It seems that Ibn Ezra was

greatly befriended by him in his troubles and that when he was in need of money,

which we can well imagine was not infrequent, he would turn to Joseph for aid.

Thus it was that as long as Joseph was alive, Ibn Ezra could forget the cares of

life which so much annoyed him.

After the death of this Joseph, Abraham Ibn Ezra was again friendless for a time

but then found solace in another patron whose name was Isaac. Of him too we are

poems.

One source seems to indicate that Ibn Ezra came to Africa together with

Judah Hallevi.
Another story is

without information save as we draw it from the internal evidence of Ibn Ezra's

55 
But soon his joy ended for Joseph suddenly died.

Ibn Ezra in his comments tells 
52 

people who bowed down to animals,

us of the strange things he saw,
55

Ochs rightly questions this statement made by Solomon Ibn Parhon 
56 and believes that both journeyed there at different times.

told that when Ibn Ezra was in Egypt, he tried to call on the distinguished

notions about the appearance of Jews, - notions which still persist in some rural 
51 

districts.

many mistakes; from Egypt they went to Babylon, coming to Bagdad where they found
49 They were in

50 as India, although this report has been questioned.

Kahana would make out this Joseph to be a distinguished
54 poet also but I have been unable to identify him.

ft rrtdbf

It was in North Africa that he may have met a Joseph ben Amr^n, a man of 

wisdom and of great wealth.



That this 1b purely legendary we can Bee at a
glance. Maimonidos was born in 11^5 and did not leave Cordova until he was

thirteen years old n48. The anecdote probably grew out of a well-known

poem by Ibn Ezra which depicts hia attempt to visit a certain dignitary. Ibn

Ezra was unsuccessful and relates the experience with hie usual gentle complaint:

•Wil D'DCK

301 333 D'HDIN

3iy Dy"? #3#

33P 333 0'301#

3330 H1?!?' 1#

3300 H>y* 1#

' JP 0'#1? O' 1#

.3313 '>3 3>13

"I seek his lordship at morning,

They tell me, "He's gone away,"

I come again at evening

"Abed he is," they say;

But whether he's off trotting

Woe to the man afflicted

My ill-starred fate I keep."

The cities of Spain and North Africa were overrun by the savage

The city of CordovaAlmohades and many were forced to change their religion.

Ibn Ezra composed a lamentation

It was between the years 1140 - 1148 that the Jews experienced gre-it 
58 

suffering.

57 philosopher, Moses ben Maimon.

was captured in 1148. It was then that Maimonidos, a lad of thirteen years, 

fd/hfc together with hie father, had to leave Spain.
**’fyv*/*',on the fall of the Spanish and North African congregations describing the events/9 

■

Or whether he's asleep -
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Kahana ie incorrect, I believe, in ansigning thio persecution of the

Ezra's second departure from Spain. But we need not quarrel further with these

Suffice it to say that we now coiae to the second period of Ibn Ezra'sdetails.

precarious life.

Ibn Ezra is in Rome in 114o and in three poems he speaks of the troubles

pilgrims sung of it when they first caught sight of its gleaming towers. The

n'3' non tjk

"Men of truth know.." I translate lines 1J-15 which concern us heret

D’pmO fIRD I'RD 12 Di133R 'JR1

D'p'xon non iidd riRD 'inR'xin
trp'Tno *1'3 i'n 'ni'713 i>r 'isoi

" And I, Abraham son of Meir, of a distant land,

OR' >R D173

of God they begin.." I translate lines 5-17 which are important

for us in this connection!

113J7 DH13R1

nns r>d irR
non *?r nip'

□ 'jn’j pin1?

Ripj Riiy in

nix O n«3i

m'220

d'jir irR

By oppressor's wrath led from the Spanish strand,

In my exile these books of mine strengthened my hand."

Almohades and also the death of Joseph, hie friend, as the two causes for Ibn
60

. The poem before Moznaim begins!

"In the name nf* (Ind t.hav hntrin.."

Lamentationsj the second prefaces hie Sefer Moznaim; the third proceeds his comments 

on Ecclesiastes.

first of these songs is found at the beginning of Ibn Ezra's commentary on

that proceeded his coming to the "urbium excellentissima" as the medieval Christian
61

The poem before Lamentations begins!
62
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non Kn ny64-

now inmn

noon ir?n65-

66- D'ini nnri

"And Abraham His servant

Who ia filled with God's dread

Yet hopes for Hia kindness

That his loins be strengthened.

Ben Ezra is his name,

Yet troubles to him came

As of a novice at child-birth

Until he came to Rome

And when he was there

God taught him wisdom

And made him to hear."

3D«7 *3D« POP
The translation of lines 5-16 appears below along with

the texti

R3pl TBD 113

R3Ty 13 <3130

nniy nnoi

ni33

lorn n'in>

1333

H3 3y 3N01 3r«

n>3ii n'TRS

The poem before Ecclesiastes beginst 
"Hear words of beauty".^

67 On the mid-wife's stool in pain.
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nnncn h'h nr«

'Dll I?N1

nVnai raja

"Meir's son is he called,

Ben Ezra his surname,

From His Rock he asks help

Hie Glory to claim

To brighten hie darkness

To prosper his way

As a tree that is grey.

His land he departed

Which is in Spain

And to Rome wandered

His soul troubled with pain."

When Ibn Ezra came to Rome, he found the condition of the Jews was much

better than elsewhere.

of that day and he helps to identify for us R. Menahem whom we shall mention in

That we may gaina moment.

1DD DPI

niioon 'nnin jioinn kihd'odo ddi diin nn
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• V 
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which Ibn Ezra resided for some time, I append below Benjamin's description 

.□mN nio'pD DRn N'ni Nnan Rom n'y1? d'd' tfvv I’rno...

R99H 'nnco DHD1 DIR Die?1?

i^-nrR“>D-^yi in'a n'p9 Rini rbrh n'na Rai Rsi' Rini oani pai
'an moi Nini

Which remains to him now

Benjamin of Tudela has given us a picture of the Rome

a clearer insight of conditions in this city in
69



"A journey of six days from thence ( Luc-a ) brings you to the large city of

Rome, the metropolis of all Christendom. The two hunliod Jews who live there are

very much respected and pay tribute to no one. Bomo of them aro officers in the

service of Pope Alexander, who is the principal ecclesiastic and head of the

Christian Church. The principal of the many eminent Jews resident there are R.

The latter is one of the pope's officers, a handsome,Daniel and R. . Yehiel.

prudent and wise man, who frecuer.ts the pope's palace being steward of his

R. Tebiel is a descendant of R.

Nathan, the author of the Book Arul There are further at Romej

resides in Trastevere and R. Benjamin b. R. Shabthai, of blessed memory."

While Ibn Ezra remained here in Rome he was able to find a little calm for

hie troubled spirits and to devote himself onco more to scholarly tasks. It was

not in Rome, however, as Kahana would have it but in Narbonne that R. David, eon of

Ibn Ezra seems to have made many worth-while friend­

in the year 1140 he completed his commentary on the Book of

In the

same year our versatile writer completed his commentary on Job which he inscribed

He also dedicated his commentary onto one of his disciples, Benjamin ben Joab.

belonged. He also

composed his Sefer Moznaim

It seems to me artificial and far-fetched to picture just how Ibn Ezra

ships in Rome, especially with R. Menahem and his son Moses in honor of whom he 
composed a poem.7!

The Song of Songs to this same student, who according to Berliner, was a member of 
the family to which the famous Nathan, the author of the Aru^ ’ 75

on the Hebrew Grammar at this time.

Joseph of Narbonne asked Ibn Ezra several questions dealing with the calendar to
70 which the latter replied.

Ecclesiastes which is interesting for us here because in the course of his comments, 
he attacks the Paitan Eleazar Kalir for his linguistic peculiarities.7

household and minister of his private property.
ij/ and its comments.

R. Joab b. Rabbi Solomon, R. Menahem the head of the Yeshibah, R. Yehiel who

we have preserved scattered through his writings many wise and brilliant epigrams,

occupied his time, as Kahana does, pretending to know the manner in which he spent 

his leisure moments and how he would jot down the thoughts that came to him. While
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it eeeras futile in endeavoring to record the life of a personality to weave these

lonesome threads together and assign different tiroes and places to them. We must
content ourselves with a barer account.

know not only from his challeng-

He was a careful and conscientious scholar, revising and

reworking his manuscripts until he felt that he had put them in the best form of

Nor when in difficulty was he ashamed to ask others for

help. Like all truly great men, he did not feel that wisdom was born with him

the explanation of which was not wholly clear to him. Although it is outside

the interest of this essay, we may mention tliat Ibn Ezra was one of the first

Spanish Jewish scholars who began to compose books of Grammar in Hebrew. At Rome

he also translated three works of Jehudah Hayyug from Arabic into Hebrewt

;nnn ni'mn nno
77

But to remain in one place long, however peaceful and quiet,

for this roving scholar. He must have enjoyed the life of literary vagabondage,

he must have relished the uncertainty of the open road. For once more he is on

When we keep in mind that these werehis way, journeying from place to place.

the petty barons who ruled over their respective feudal districts, we can easily

But Ibn Ezra had nobelieve that to tramp the highways alone required courage.

probably undismayed by the dogs that mustpersonal possessions to guard and he was

When he came to a town where Jews lived, ithave barked along his dusty path.
not difficult for him to win their respect for his learning and we may believewas

that proper honor
He himself tells us inthere was always his sharp tongue to reprove them.

79
a short verse of his wide and extended wanderingst

which he was capable.
75

When it was not forthcoming, 
78

days when travelers were at the mercy not only of the bandits along the way but of

was impossible

TlpJH IDO “3 J’PDOH 'tyD ~2

thus performing a valuable service for the Jews in the west who knew no Arabic.

and so we find that he was not reluctant to confess that there were many matters
76

ing utterances on the subject but also from the wide and varied writings that have 
74 come down to us.

That he was wedded to the quest for wisdom we

was most usually accorded him.
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*1 wondered everywhere...

Books did I prepare,

While secrets I made clear

As moulten mirrors.1'

He could enjoy laughter and sport.
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He was able to make merry with others and his 

poem on ehess reveals that he was fond of that divers iont

Nor were his days spent only over books when he was not travelling about.



22

]->'K nN i

]'31on no1? nyi no' n*?i

hn> I'oyn n*71

o*?nn3 3*?3' 0x3' dni

30 'O' 0'39 *73*7 139 103

□oon inon*?O3 inon*7Di
I'yDD HDD 'O' 13901
i'yi3 ny33N*7 I'yooi

O' ^?3N 103'*70 139 103
r>oo Nino no> inn’ oi*?

oi>133 i> no1?!? o'O3 7103

imw iri30 oys 301'1

inijnn oipnai on*?o>

n n>y* oi'ns 13'n dni

i^mo rni'i is lym

"?p 3N0 I'PJT 31p3 D1DH1 
^pyo 73i '"?y 7*710'1 

01*71*70 N> 1'331 Ol*7p*7py

13313 310'0 7*7H' p!301
133N1 1303 '*?y 03031

33pl 7*710 33p3 *7'901 
331N3 3X0 >y 3X3 N101

op3' N*7 N10 D'Opy '3331
Opyi ^7093 '^730 103'03

I'lix *?y 7*70' 7*7001 
l'33y ON 3ty'l 01013 *73*7

0*7003 00*70 3iy *73*7
1*71330 313'1 p03' ON 1

1*? o*?y' '3'Doo 3io iyi

113 3*7 7*71 0 'O' '*73301
133*7*7 001 3 'O'



inoon* 03'^3 pnn dni

10933' -nn1? nmol

i'ig*? mr iGN o-ny e/'i

1' non i*? lino1? r* o'oyi

n^N*? o*?k o'i3io o>3i

o*?dd non 3ns nr on on

d'3*?do on'io 'Tian

0'31987 D'D3 '*?3D D'^H

□ O'*? J? 0’1713 1331' o'opi

00'190 D'D13N 1011'1 .
0'87131 331' 013K '3 D'Oyi

o'r'yni on 33p3 □'□'pdi

□nrw3 pgni 'n' i^oni

008733 33>'l H^Dh '>3

0*7901 *?3in> 0110 1'Kl

D*7pDl 3X30 3'J7*? 0330 J'Nl

DDE711 09171 'O' 3X 3' *>J71

pn'87' 18791 0139 08791 OKI

Dl'Kl J7D1 333 D03K901

D113K Til 33387 03103

0'187 Dn>n> 19'01'1

on'nn oo'ii3.3> oiy o'i

DO 'O' J3n>l >'XD 1'Kl 

11010' 0*?3 13J73 l*?'ni



The S:nf, of Chews

I will sing a song of battle

Planned in days long passed and over,

Men of skill and science set it

On a plain of eight divisions,

All designed in chequered squares.

Two camps are facing one another,

And the kings stand by for battle,

And twixt these two is the fighting

Bent on war the face of each is,

Ever moving or encamping,

Drawing no swords in their warfare,

For a war of thoughts their war is.

They are known by signs and tokens

Sealed and written on their bodiesj

And a man who sees them, thinketh,

Edomites and Ethiopians,

81First in battle the foot-soldier

Comes to fight upon the highway,

Ever going straight before him,

But to capture moving sideways,

Inclining not upon his pathway.

Neither do hie steps go backwards;

He may skip at the beginning
-MJtAnywhere within three squares;

Zy these two who fight together.

cA Ethiopian forces
( sPread int0 the field of battle

ij, And the Edomites pursue them.
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Should he take hie steps in battle

Far away unto the eighth row,

Then a Queen to all appearance

Ae she will to any quarter,
82The Elephant goes back or advances

Stands beside as 'twere an ambush;

Hia way is even as the Queen's way,

He walks upon a crooked pathway,

His ways are never straight but crooked

In the field across or lengthwise;

Ways of crookedness he seeks not,

But straight paths without perversion.

The King goes forth to any quarter,

And gives assistance to hie subjects,

In his actions he is cautious,

Whether fighting or encampingj

If his foe come to dismay him,

From his place he flees in terror,
I

Or the Wind can give him refuge.

Sometimes he must flee before him,

At times his multitude supports him;

And all slaughter each the other,

Consuming with great wrath each other.

But o'er him she has advantage, • 

He stands only in the third rank.

He becomes and fights as she does.

And the Queen directs her moving

% I1*8J
The Horse his way is swift in battle,

Amongst the squares, three is his limit.
84/^*^**v A*-o The Wind his way is straight in moving
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The mighty men of both the sovereigns

Are slaughtered, but there Is no bloodshed.

At times the Ethiopians triumph,

And Edom flees away before them;

= At times victorious is Edom,

The Ethiopians and their sovereign

Are defeated in the battle.

Should a king in the destruction

Fall into the enemy's power,

They grant him not the smallest mercy,

There is no refuge or deliverance,

No fleeing to a city of refuge.

Judged by the foe, with no redeemer,

Instead of death, he is checkmated,

His host about him all are slaughtered,

Giving their life for his deliverance

But gone and no more is their glory,

For they see their lord is smitten;

In this death is resurrection."

completely

correct Idea of his travels, or of the impressions which he carried away. While

the places Ibn Ezra visited are sometimes mentioned by him in his works, this

information is scattered and fragmentary and keeps us somewhat in the dark. We

cannot be sure if it was the same as that of Benjamin of Tudela, the noted

the

' / f

Syria, Palestine, the countries of the Klialif and Persia.
' by the Indo-Arablc Ocean, the towns of the coast of Yemen, Egypt and Sicily, to

traveller who not long after in 1160 went "from Saragossa by way of Catalonia, 1 

south of France, Italy, Greece, the Archipelago, Rhodus, Cyprus and Cilicia, to

From thence he returned

Ibn Ezra, it seems more honest to admit that we are hardly able to form a

Despite Kahana's blithe assurance that he can accurately follow the path of

Yet they fight again this battle
85
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Ibn Ezra finally forsakes Rome where he had spent so rich a literary activity

We are left to conjecture how longand goos to Lucca where he wrote more books.

he remained in this city. All we can be sure of is that he was still there in

the year 1145. It was in Lucca that Ibn Ezra completed his commentary on the

Prophet Isaiah. Here too he composed astronomical tables which he later revised

in Narbonne in 1160.

There is much debate over Ibn Ezra’s commentaries on the Pentateuch which
were written during the next ten years or so. In our essay, we need not enter into

this lengthy discussion.

were composed three recensions on the Pentateuch. Ibn Ezra completed the first

defending Saadia Gaon against Dunash ben Labrat, whose criticism of Saadia, Ibn

Ezra had brought with him to Lucca from Egypt.

In the autumn of the year 1145, Ibn Ezra was in Mantua in Northern Italy.

Here he completed his best grammatical work which deals not only with linguistic

It is

We do not know where he composed his Keli Ha-Nefaosheth on the

astrolabe.

City of Verona where we find him in the year 1146-1147.

Ibn Ezra now leaves Italy and goes to Southern France.

Beziers in 1148 - 114? where he writes the Sefer Ha-Shem on the names of God.

This book he dedicated to his patrons Abraham b. Hayyim and Isaac b. Judah. He

also writes the Sefer Ha-£bad, a mathematical work on the peculiarities of the

Castile, where he is said to have died In 1175".
87 

just the opposite direction.

He withheld it, however, until 115J.
The Sefatj^ Ye^er was

It was a work, partly exegetical and partly grammatical,

Accepting the findings of Ochs, we may say that there
88

We meet him in 
91

Not long thereafter he wrote his Sefer Ha-'Ibbur on the

It may be that the place of this composition may be assigned to the
90

It may bo that he weir* in

correctness but also contains a brief outline of modern Hebrew meter, 
called $ahotl| .

89Calendar.

TW I

and most prevalent one in Lucca about 1145.

In meantime he wrote his commentary on Ruth and Isaiah. 
rvJ vcn*»*hlso written in Lucca.

AM to
4U
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92numbers one to nine. How marked was the. imprcnoion made by Ibn Ezra by hie

more than a century and a half later.

of Ibn Ezra, speaks of the gre^t importance.of his sojourn in Southern France.

The same year, 1143, Ibn Ezra wrote here an astrological work for his friend

Johanan b. Dawid.

the three months of July, August and September, 1148. Surely a prolific

writer 1

to Northern France and comes to the City of Dreux in the Department of Eure.

Because of a corruption of the spelling of Dill cmto , this place

Here in Dreux, despite physical indisposition,

Ibn Ezra continued his abundant literary productivity. Between the months of

July and October, 1155 - 1156, he had completed a second recension of his commentary

on Daniel. It appears that he then took sick and despaired of being able to carry

But Moses b. Meir, a scholar of the city, watched and nursed overon his work.

his bedside with such care that he soon recovered and was able to fulfill his vow

to We have his

In it he tells us that he took sick in

his sixty-fourth year and that he made a vow that should he recover, he would

write another commentary on the Torah of Moses and dedicate it to Moses ben Meir

whom he praises not only for his kindness in caring for him while ill but also for

his wisdom and knowledge*

niwn i> I'H or TH'

nnsx dj n'l’JJ inoDni

nnyo Kin n'pnr nuiyD>i
nori imino aim

was confused with the island of Rhodes and following Graetz with the town of 
Rodez ( Rhodez) in the Provence.

From Beziers in the South, Ibn Ezra now continues his literary vagabondage
96

Indeed he composed six astrological works here in Beziers within
95

Judah Ibn Tibbon of Lunel, a contemporary
94

stay in the Provence may be guessed by the comment of Jedaiah Baders!, specking 
9>

write the second recension of his commentary on the Pentateuch.
93 

poem which precedes the Introduction.

Tao ^3 nro *1 minn mo *?y
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On the Commentary to the Pentateuch, dedicatsd to Mooes ben Meir

Praised be the Lord who is without form,
is the vault of heaven,Whose dwelling

Too exalted to be beheld by any soul,
100

both revealed and hidden,Hie wisdom

J

May He bestow strength on Abraham, son of Meir,
May He grant him understanding, from whose lips is all wisdom.



He hath, support*”! Jitni until to-day

In hia old nge hla ains have brought upon him

Affliction new yet old,
102But Rab Moses, son of Meir, supported him

So that hla body was reetored like a succulent palm-branch.

But what am I able to offer to my friend,

To Moses, who is gifted with every kind of knowledge !

Like a lamp compared with the sun and the moon !
104Ood reserved him to be a light to those who are in darkness,

And that hie hand should distribute rich gifts.

I now begin to write the elements of grammar,

And a literal exposition of the text,

I shall not name any one who went astray,

But I shall not omit to mention those whose words are correct.

I shall explain the Law of Moses and lay my work into the hand

As a true token of gratitude."

A third work completed in Dreux was

his commentary

of May and June

b. Jacob.

I vowed to Ood a vow in my illness, 
To Interpret the Law given on Mt. Binai!

of Moses,
105

Not content with tramping the continent of Europe, Ibn Ezra crosses the

Channel and in the summer of 1158 we find him in London where between the months 
108 of that year, he composes his rellgio-phllosopical work on 

"The Foundation of the Fear and the Essence of the Torah" for hie pupil, Joseph 

109

It was in September, the middle of the month of Ellul, of 1156 that Ibn Ezra
106 

completed his commentary on the Psalms.
107 on the Minor Prophets.

My work would be like a drop of water poured into the river,

101
When the years of his life number eight times eight,
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name nor indeed ia he mentioned in any other annals of

As M. Friedlftnder observes, "He might have said in the

words of the prophet, with a little variation, "l have not borrowed nor lent money,

for many generations.* Certainly, as we have

already seen, Ibn Ezra left behind him so ample a treasure trove of writings that

As a result of Ibn Ezra' stay in England,

spurious t

"The account of the dream, and the resolve of Ibn Ezra to write the "letter"

) concerning the Sabbath, seems to have been written some time after the

event, and somewhere far from England. If the letter were written in England he

of the towns of this island", and would probably have named the placej nor

would he have further described the island as situated in the seventh zone. I

doubt whether the whole account of the dream, which is intended as a poetical

introduction to the three essays

Some of the ideas contained thereinthe day, was written by Ibn Ezra himself.
n 111seem to be foreign to the spirit of Ibn Ezra.

Ochs, however, does not question the Iggereth Shabbath but fixes its date as

probably written in London, and believes

the commentary of R. Samuel b. Meir.

religious treatise with a short poem«

Returning to the Yesod Moreh which we shall consider first and whose authorship 

has not been doubted, we notice as was Ibn Ezra's wont, he prefaces his ethical- 
115

, that the attack on the Interpretation of Gen.li5 in a heterodox fashion refers to 
112 

In this he follows Graetz and Rosin.

productions, the Yesod Moreh referred to above and the Iggereth Shabbath, a defense 

of the Sabbath, the introduction to which, however, Friedlinder believes to be

It is worthy of note that the commercial records of England, the "Sh*taroth", 

do not mention Ibn Ezra's 
110 

business transactions.

on the beginning of the year, of the month, and of

and yet will my people remember me

one of the towns of the island called Angleterre", but

December 7, 1158 , suggests that it was

we have two interesting literary

( miR

would not have said, "in

"in one

we are often bewildered by its versatile range over so many fields of learning.
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He knows the heart of the wise, He created him in His work,

He revealed on Mt. Sinai His fire and His torch
To the people whom He created for His own sake and honor

And under the chargeBut the Form they did not see.
117Of a faithful messenger, He gave His law and His teaching.

I Will build a house for Hie Torah and its pillar —
The fear of our God I have placed to support it
At its completion I ehall give thanks to God and to his friend
Joseph, the son of Jacob, for hie support.

I, contrite in spirit, have built at His command
And I have found written Hia secret and His foundation.

Yea all who would deny Him in truth witness to Him.
116

One without beginning, all is flill of Hie splendor, 
115 Yea He is too exalted for man to declare Him,
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The first line of the Hebrew poem reveals the rlrst nunc of the author.

The poem itself, while far from being unusual in its intrinsic poetic qualities,

has yet a ring of sincerity and of earnestness. There is here, as we shall find

so often even in Ibn Ezra’s secular poems, a complete reliance and faith in God*

To what extent such phrases

is hard to say. That we encounter them again and again is an inescapable fact

Ibn

In the preface we are reminded that man is distinguished from the rest of

creation by his intellect, by the spirit that comes from God and returns again

to Him when man has faithfully fulfilled his mission,--  a mission which our

author conceives t6 be the study of the works of Hie Master and a Life in

accordance with His precepts. To acquire knowledge of whatever kind is a step

upwards on the ladder of knowledge towards the Most High.

Ibn Ezra recommends certain branches of learning as auxiliary knowledge,

as means to an end, but which must not be treated as the aim of man's life. Such

When studying these things

obtain a knowledge of the works and the will of the Creator"; and in order to

must add to the above studies Natural Philosophy, Logic,

Mathematics,' Astronomy, and Psychology."

like a camel

use to him, and he does not suit the silk.!.

but in the face of a life of hardship and physical poverty, we would be uncharitable 

to suspect that our poet merely made use of them in a mechanical fashion.

are the study of Massora and Grammar, the Bible, Talmud, Casuistry and Midrash, 

we must never lose sight of our principal aim, " to

clothed in silkt the silk is no

were steryotyped and trite among the medieval singers

attain this end, we

Ezra was too independent in his thinking and behavior to justify the assumption 

that he mouthed his reliance in God simply because he thought it was fashionable 

and expected. The contents of the Yesod Moreh further confirms this opinion.

" Among the students of Israel there be some whose whole knowledge consists

> J the knowledge of the Massora, its noble signs and useful hints, the various

readings the number of verses, words, and letters in each book ( of the 

Scripture ) •••The Maeeoretic student who hae learnt nothing elee le



There are others whose study in •1 to the grammatical ct'.idy of the ( Hebrew )

always thinking of the Law, the Prophets, and

the Holy Writings, and also on the Aroraic translation, and think, because they

try to obtain the true sense with all their might, they have reached the highest

excellence. The Law is in truth the source of all life, and the foundation of all

the commands of God, but not a single sago can understand completely a single

art of dialectics by which are established the axioms that are the guardians of

can

arrive at any high degree in knowing the mysteries of the soul, of the Supreme

Being, the angele and the future world from the sacred Law and the sayings of

Prophets and Rabbis of the Talmud. He shall increase in knowledge and understand

profound mysteries which are hidden in the eyes of many...."

In connection with the course of study outlined by Ibn Ezra, it is interesting

to see Friedlinder’s comment on our ignorance of certain important facts of our

In the seventh chapter of the Yesod Mo reh, Ibn Ezra sums up the alm of

human endeavori
"But I have found a verse which includes all the precepts, Fear the Lord your

in the grave, nor

few moments,

according to accurate deductions drawn

from arithmetic, geometry, and the art of computing ratios, he alone, I say,

poet’s life*
"History herein pays him measure for measure; for the study of geography and

studies recommended by him they occupy an

language...There are others who are

history were not treated by Ibn Ezra with due respect, and In the curriculum of 
Inferior position."

^^7
. the wall of reason, who has learnt astronomy

God and serve Him ( Deut.6il? )....Man was created for this, and not for heaping 

up Tlches nor for building houses to be left for others while he himself shall be

• for enjoying the delights of food, for pleasures remain but a 

are obtained by great efforts, and often bring many evils....

command from the written Law unless he learns the explanation of the oral Law....

" He alone who knows the duetrlne of‘'phenomem-and its demonstrations, the



of His Creator, nor knoweth he when it ehall be snatched away. Therefore it

behoveth him to inquire sedulously what can move him to love God, learn wisdom,

and investigate belief till he recognizes and understands the works of God. It

ie not like a sage to waste his time in mundane trifles, but to pass a solitary
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Iggereth Ha-Shabbath

The Sabbath

certain books to remain with
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For the sage considereth that his life is but short and his soul is in the power

'3 ni^ini niPo 33nim pine? '333 di
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will God open his eyes and mind and renew the spirit placed in his bosom."

Ezra, hitherto unaware of this faot, now comes to the defense of the Sabbath, 
_ . .. x 1a , 1, 119
lest Israel be led into error."

Ibn Ezra, complaining at his laxity in permitting

him which are heterodox in their views concerning the sanctity of the day.

We now come to the second composition, the Iggereth Ha-Shabbath, which as 

I have already indicated has been questioned by Friedl&nder.

personified, a not unfamiliar fact in Jewish literature, addresses herself to

life, learning and meditating on the hand of God and obeying His commands. Then
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" It was in the year llh3 at midnight, on Sabbath eve,

that I, Abraham, The Spaniard who ie called Ibn Ezra, waa in one of the cities of

'seven divisions of the inhabited earth. I was sleeping and my sleep was pleasant

And I looked in my dream and behold beside me stood one with the appear-unto me.

ance of a man and in hia hand was a sealed letter. " TakeHe addressed me and said,

this letter which the Sabbath sends you." And I bowed down my head and worshipped

the Lord and blessed God who had given it to us, who had honored me with this honor.

And I laid hold of it with my two hands and my hands dropped myrrh. And I read it

and in'the beginning it was in my mouth as honey for sweetness. But when I read

the concluding lines my heart waxed warm within me, and my soul almost departed,

so that I asked him that stood by me, " What is my trespass? What is my sin? For

from the day that I knew God who created me and learnt His commandments, I have

my heart, and when she departed I used to send her away with joy and with songs.

Who among all her servants has been Wherefore then

has she sent to This is it:

I am the Sabbath, the crown of the Law of the precious ones, the fourth

among the Ten Words.

And between God and His children I am the sign of the perpetual covenant

for all generations and generations,

With me God completed all His works and so it is written in the beginning 

of the Bible ( Gen.11:2)

always loved the Sabbath, and before she came I used to go out to mee her with all
120

I ' 1 am the joy of men and women,

I
h ^7.

[nK PrOOf t0 the Se2erationa-
u I am the delight of the living upon earth and give repose to the multitude

of the dwellers of graves ( There is truce in Sheol during 
the Sabbath)

old and young rejoice in me.

on the 14th of Tebeth,

me this letter?"

And manna did not fall then on the Sabbath day in order that I might be a

as (faithful) as I on earth?

^a

the island that is called the "corner of the earth" for it is in the last of the

- &■

=Wtnsf *



Man-servant and maid-servant find reet and the strangers who are within

the gates,

All the beasts repose that are in the service of man: horses, asses, and

oxen,

wise both sanctify and cdnclude the feast with wine those

who indulge in it as well

On all days they find the gate of wisdom.

are opened.

speaking vain words ( Is. 58:15 )

from the days of youth.

But in thine old age

for they have brought into thy house books,

There it is written to profane the Sabbath eve, and how canst thou be silent

and not swear vows

To compose letters in the way of faithfulness and send them on to all sldesT

And the messenger of the Sabbath answered and spoke to me: "it has been told

to her what thy pupils brought yesterday to they house, books of commentaries on

the Torah, and there is it written to profane the Sabbath; do thou gird up thy

loins for the honor of tne Sabbath to wage the battle of the Torah with the
enemies of the Sabbath and do not treat any man with partiality" ( Lev.l9tl5).

kindled within me and my soul was very troubled and

and brought the books into the light of the

part of the proceeding day, and then I almost rent my garments, when

tion of Gen. 1, "And it
morning of the second day camo then one whole day had passed, for the night is

With me the mourners do not mourn, nor do they bewail the death of the just 
( Mourning rites

I am

an unwitting transgression has been found in thee,

was morning", namely, that when the

I have preserved thee at all times because thou hast indeed observed me

as abstainers ( Kiddush and 
Habdalah ) 

On my day the hundred gates

moon and there was written an explana-

reckoned as

are suspended on the Sabbath )

And all who are

honored by not doing thine own way nor "clutching after business" nor

And I awoke and my anger was

I arose and warmed the fire in me and put on my garments and I washed my hands

was evening and it



for I said it is better

7.single Sabbath than allow Israel to profane many Sabbaths with fire

if they saw the wrong interpretation. And we would all be exposed to ridicule
and scorn in the eyes of the Gentiles. But I refrained myself for the honor of

the Sabbath and I took an oath not to give sleep to mine eyes after the conclusion

lengthy letter to explain when was the

away snare and pitfall,

While we

do not have very clear information on these years and the mist of legend seems to

tainty that Ibn Ezra It was in that year in

The next year

Arithmetic, nnoon nno

In 1166 Ibn Ezra seems to have been in Rome where he completed his tnird

The end was now near at hand. Onrecension of his commentary on the Torah.

the 2jrd of January, 1167, when Ibn Ezra had reached his 75th year, he died.

Where his grave rests we do not know. Ochs, a recent and painstaking biographer,

Jacobs

imagine that Ibn Ezra returned to England after leaving it in 1158

or 1159.
But we know how this traditionwere

an opponent

of Ibn Ezra

That he cherished its

natural beauty we 
verse, " And ye shall take you on the first day tne fruit of goodly trees,

I saw tiiis sinful explanation, and the explanation too, 
to profane a

To this same period dates his work on

would have us

of the holy day till I had written a

was again in the Provence in 1160.

was spread.

seems to think it questionable, as 

in Northern Spain

It is true that there is a legend that Ibn Ezra died in England, surrounded 

by black dogs who were believed to be shedim .

A traveller brought this news to Moses Talkau, of Vienna,

wiiy p'nv np??1? nxiin
It may be that Ibn Ezra died as he was once

more seeking to look upon his fair native land of Spain.

know from his comment on Lev. 2^40 where, speaking of the

and on the principle of
125

England was connected with it.

beginning of the day of the Torah to remove every stumbling block and to clear 
h121

Narbonne that he translated an astronomical work from the Arabic.
122 

he calculated the nativity of a child.
12J

I said at the outset, that he died in Calahorra, 
124 on the boundary between Navarre and Old Castile.

hover about the information that has come down to us, we do know with fair cer-

We have now come to the last decade of Ibn Ezra's active life.



branches of palm-trees, and boughs of thick trees, and willows of the brook, and

he comments feelingly:

"Whoever is exiled from Arabian lands to the lands of Edom, i.e. Christian

countries, will understand, if he lias eyes, the deep meaning of this commandment."

Friedlander believes that he died with these sublime words as his last

utterance:

"My soul rejoices in the rock of my strength; in His might He bestowed

benefits on me according to my righteousness; in His kindness He has taught

I
ye shall rejoice before the Lord your God seven days,"

"nKTn nixon no yi' o'j'j? on dith np yiwo n'nini M

me His ways, and kept me alive till I knew the object of my longing; and if 
 126 

my flesh and my heart is spent, the Lord remains my rock and my strength.
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18. Refers to Judah Hallevi. The legend of Hallevi's death at the hands of an 
Arab is quoted in the paragraph proceeding in the text. See Vol.II, pp.1^0- 
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14. Besides his references in his poet) 
allusions in his commentaries.

15. Sefer Yuhasin, ed. Filipowski, p.21? - 218.
218  1837.... 'pDl 1K9'*?'9,

1^. Ochs, M.G.W.J. - 1910, p.^8, note 4 and Friedlander, 
who cites uavison in Omer Hashikcha and Dukes, Moses

mjw kokj3jo jnn'n K3ty p 3'kd j? *3n 
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rosin I, p.107, Mr. 65, tnere are 
.X,I; and Dan.IX, I. Ex. Com.2;l.

□ ni ni'riK 'nr '13 i'n jnomi 'T?n noin' ‘3 ... 217 on'o D'310p
r<.T- Note that he omits the last three words "And they were buried together".

16. Shalaheleth Ha-Xabbalah, Lemberg, 
p. 5ob. J. BacharaU; Kore lla-Dorc 
Note 2 of Ochs, M.G.W.J., p.4«.

17. The article by S. Ochser, J.E. p. 582, Vol.XII is misleading with regard 
to the author of the Shalshelet Ha-Kabbalah. Gedaliah Ben Joseph Ibn Ya^ya 
was born in lb2J and died in 1588. He was a descendant of a noble family 
from Portugal and lived in several places in Italy. He was the autnor of 
20 books. ( See Xanana's Sifruth Ha-Historiah Ha-Yisraelith, Vol.IT 
151). He wrote the Shalaheleth when his eon was Bar Mitzvah in 1549. 
boy was intelligent and used to ask questions. The book is divided into 
three parts and deals with (1) The Oral Tradition from Adam to the present 
time of the author; (2) The rules for the spheres and planets, biology, 
witchcraft, coins, weights; (J) The chain of generations of Christian scholars 
and the persecutions. All in all, the book is a medley of historical 
information and misinformation. The author used many sources, some of which 
are no longer extant. Solomon Delmedigo called the work "Shalaheleth Ha­
sh' korim" "A Chain of Lies" and Azariah di Rossi called the autnor a 
"Rush Ha-G'novim". We can understand hie interest in legends since he knew 
that his boy of thirteen would enjoy them.

, 1864; Seder Ha-Doroth, Karlsruhe, 1769, 
•oth of D. Conforte, ed. Cassel, p.lOa,
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‘V Gen. 4:5

26. DOKH UDO/'V'Tin H>1Read for

27. Gen. 12:2 for correct reading :

28. Gen. 51:20, 26

"ID nmyo itixy nmoi fig. "Made himself appear as if he yielded 
fruit"

29.
fruit.

Gen. 51:5451.

52. □ 'I'

55. Ex. 4:25

In telling thie story, Friedlinder, Intr. to Isaiah, XIII, says that Rabbi
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(Landshuth, Amude Haavodah, I. p.76). Friedlander, Intr. XIII.
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Hallevi, ed. S.
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. See Kahana, Kovetz, p.10, 
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This passage, found in Mnimonides* Kovetz, Vol.II han been regarded as spurious 
by Rappaport and others.

j

] 1TK A well-known Pint by Judah Hallevi for Shabbath 
It is in the Yotzer of that Shabbath in the Sephardic 

The poem is both alphabetical andean acrostic with the name of the

n.12. R, Judah mentions his only daughter 
•ney to Jerusalem. (Ginse Oxford, p.
S.D. Luzzato, byck, 18o4, note ?.)
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'yirnjf? 1>'1 'yo "ID

'pin' -pon
Zohor before Purim, 
rite. ' 
author.

Friedlander, Intr. to Isaiah, 
*■*  ooem which he compose

1 Divan of B. Judah

50.

"For the love of God would I forsake even her that sprang from my loins, 
‘ ’ “my soul, though I have none but her;

"get even her eon, whom I love like myself, 
. have on earth, except his memory dear. 
r delight! Hou could Judah forget 
•ance banish his Judah?"

The beloved of m'
And I could forge
Though nought I i 
Oh ray child, my 
Or from remembrs

I rrora these lines we learn at the same time that the name of the 
of R. Judah was not Isaac, the name of Ibn Ezra's son, and that 
of R. Judah was tnerefore not the wife of Ibn Ezra.
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HT'n? 1TDT '1J 
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Ochs - M.G.W.J. Jan-Feb. 1916 - p.49.57.
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D. Kahana, Kovetz, p.22, No.14.59.
40. Rosin, Mosnaim J a.u. Safa Berurah JI a -
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See Eger's Diwan, No. 20J, 205., Rosin,45.

44. Bacher, J.E. Vol.VI., p. 521.

45.
46.

47.
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pp.J2 and JJ. No.17 and 18.
5C> - Monatschrift 42, - p. 19.
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iis life.

Bacher, 
says of 
came to Rome.
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re him, other treasures are here alluded to, 

lesion for a long time, as he was in needy 
•a."

- page b, Noto - 
id Ira Thalmud wohl 

beurkundet, 
•genannten 
der Aufzeich- 

' See Tractate

lb poem, N.49, Ibn Ezra sent in reply to R. Joseph 
had taunted him when his bride menstruated on 
Such erotic allusions were not infrequent among

•age von ihm < 
:h bemdhten."

If besides the wife he gav? 
could not have been in hie 
circumstances throughout hi

Albrecht, Z.D.M.G. - 57, 190J, p. 426.
Ochs, M.G.W.J., Jan.-Feb. 1916, p.50 and Albrecht, Z.D.M.G., 57, 1905, P-4.-5 
who both cite Eger's Diwan, N. 165 ...

J.E. Vol.VI., p. 521 - In the Intro, to Koheleth, Com. 
himself, "He departed from his native place, which is I
Rnmfi - "

From an

Kahana, Kovetz, pp.76-77. Thif 
Ibn Tzaddik, No.I, p.76, who 1 
the night of his marriage. £ 
the medieval writers.

extended comment on Ex. 2i2t 
five children but all probably <1----
we see additional reason for the unhappiness that seemed to pursue Ibn 
through life.

I

.... v.*sgu:
d to have then described this hanpy
1 have made Abraham rich", Gen. 14:2 J:

, 2:2, it has been concluded that Ibn Ezra had 
died early except Isaac. If this be true, 

Ezra

,, Ibn Ezra 
Spain, and

Kahana, 
No. 5m,

Sefer Hashem - Einleitung ■ 
"Dass er es in dieser i/iss< 
bewandert war, was 
beweist noch der 
Zusatze zum Thalmud ( 
nung 
Rosh

Note 2. In the il’onm the p 
5. 116m would be nearer the truth, 

is the author of the 
.el, in 
.ed "The

on the name 
place. Rabbi 

the words of

lah exclaimed, 'Ibn Ezra, thou art truly a son of help' - a pun 
Ibn Ezra. The disguise was broken off and trio narriage took 
Judah is said to have then described this hanpy ev-'n', in 1 
Scripture, "1

Both dates are incorrect. See 
probably fallen out of the M/n( .  
Israeli, of Toledo, the first half of the 14th century is the author of the

D1?! 9 T1D' . At the request of his master, Asher b. Yehiel, in 1J10, he 
wrote this important work on Astronpmy and the Calendar, called nThe 
Foundation of the World." 1 JpDO  The 3 is possibly corrupted for
a > — 1174.

- G. H. Lippmann - Fttrth, 18j4 - - 
senschaft sehr weit gebracht, und j 

schon sein Commentar dber den Pentateuch 
besondere Umstand, dass die Verfasser der forj 

,ze zum Thalmud ( Pl DO ID ) eine Frat
wurdig fanden und dieselbe zu beantworden sick 
Hashonah 1J and Kiddushin J7b - To/safoth.

period of his life Ibn Ezra's creative activity was chiefly 
>oetry; and the greater number of his religious and other 
.ably produced during that time." W. Bacher, J.E. Vol.VI.p.521.
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43. Kahana, Toldoth, pp.8-9.

49. Comment on Zechariah, 12;6

50. Addenda J to Toldoth, Kahana.

See Com. on Deut. 4:16

55. Kahana, Toldoth, p.9, Note J.
□4. Kahana, Toldoth, p.9.

M. FriedlRnder, Intr. to Isaiah, p.XVIII.□7.

See Ochs - Monatsschrift, 
Brody in his recent a.

.ady-l> 
i does 
in aesignii

superstitions that lii 
•sist in our modern tw<

Sohn leak begle:  
ed. Filipowski, S. 94
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-y of Hebrew Literature, 
edited from Mss. M.

51. Comment on Isaiah, 52:14 - Publications of the Society 
Second Series, The Commentary of Ibn Ezra on Isaiah, < 
Friedlaender, Vol.Ill, 18/7, p.91.
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It is a well-known fact that many people in the world imagine the Jew a 
being altogether different from his fellow-creatures; they ask, "Has the 
Jew a mouth, an eye, etc?" This is the case among Mohammedans as well as 
among Christians." It is interesting to remember Shylock's speech in 
The Merchant of Venice in this connection. Shakespeare must have known 
the outlandish superstitions that lingered among ignorant people then and 
which still persist in our modern twentieth century.

Kahana believes that in the bitterness of his soul, Ibn Ezra poured out his 
sorrow in a poem beginning:

"How can my inner heart, tumultuous as the sea, be at peace?"
See Kahana, Kovetz, p.51, No.JO. Brody and Albrecht, p.lJ6, who believe 
this a poem to hie lady-love. See also Kahana, p.4o, No.25. The internal 
evidence of the poem does not support definitely Kahana1 s view and I believe 
that he is mistaken in assigning this to Joseph ben AmrjJn. Certainly the 
name of that worthy is not mentioned in the poem.
Solomon Ibn Parlaon, Mahberet Ha-Aru|/, 4b -
P INTI 'p'TDN> NTTJ7 p DHTTN *11 ' 1 *? H Rlin'P inti 'p'nmP /"e? kttj? p onw *i? 'i*?n min' *i mwi 

mo mon (o'nt? Dipon ) w ]'iip D>iyn
"darf mit Egers ( Diwan A.z.Nr. 185 ) und Rosin ( Monateschrift 42, p.20 ) 
nicht dahin verstanden werden, dass I.E. zusaramen mit Jehudah Ha-Levi im 
Jahre 1140 in Africa war; davon muss nicht die Rede sein; geraeint ist nur, 
dass jeder einzelne bei seinem Aufenthalte in Afrika sich dber die befremdliche 
Lesart oder Aussprache gewundert hat. Auf der Orient-Relee mag IE. sein 

sitet iiaben, der nach 114} sura Islam tlbertrat. ( Juchasin, 
aus Tachkeraoni.)

pn n'tzn ^yi 3W nipoo nih di ip pnx'i 
D'np'n mn P'yo iPyo T'oni mi i'p *n tpd 
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irift, Jan.-Feb. 1916, pp. 97 - 93. It is strange that 
article on Ibn Ezra swallows this fiction —

p,21. nPHTt?' H'TDPp'XJN PDFN

56.
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61. The Medieval Mind, Henry Osborn Taylor, Vol.II, p.229.

62. Rosin, Reime und Gedichte, No. 4, pages 15 - 19.D.

65. D. Rosin, Reime und Gedichte, No.5, pp. 17-18.

64. roi3

65. Rosin, p.18, note 2.11'33

66. Is. 00, 4, 5; Ps. 40, 7 - Note 5, Rosin, p.18.□ '3TR HD91

stool* — Ex. 1:16, B.D.B. p. 7; Je. 40167.

68. Rosin, p.16-17.

edition, 1840, p08.69.

70.

71.

72.

75.

Monatsschrift, J
Auswanderung aus Spanien * = » 
eeitens der Almohaden kann sie nicht : 
in Marokko und 1143 in Spanien begann.
f. M. u. Ph. 1180, Sunpl., S.68.)

F
.10, is incorrect with its date of 1153. 
lescription of the invaders.

.180,

Benjamin of Tudela, Itinerary, Asher's
questions in Narbonne, 

, Stelnschneider,

Kahana's Toldoth, p.i 
too general in hie d<

"Midwife* s

-following Heidenheim, see Rosin, p.18, note 1.

March- April, 1916, p. 118, Note 1 - nDie Ursache seiner 
is Spanien ist unbekannt. Mit der Verfolgung der Juden 

zusan.menndngen, da diese erst in 1146 
i. " ( S. Steinschneider in der Ztsch.

Monatsschrift, March - April, 1916, S. Ochs, p.124. 
Kahana, Kovetz, p. 60, No.55.
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Ibn Ezra's comments on Eccles. V:l. 3. Ochs, March-April, 1916, Monatsschrift, 
p. 119.

Kahana is incorrect. Ibn Ezra answered David b. Joseph's , 
the Provence, shortly before 1159. Schne Ha-Meoroth, ed.
Berlin, 1847, p.l.

This elegy beginning 3390 - >9 33' 33R . , was based on this
invasion of the Almohades ( Unitarians ) under Muhamet Ibn Tumert, d.llJO. 
He would not tolerate other religions. Under Abd al-Numen, 1140 - 1147, 
Morocco and then S. Spain were overrun. Both Christians and Jews had to 
choose between Islam and emigration or a martyr's death. M. Friedlander, in 
the Biography of Moses Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed, G. Routledge, 1919, 
p. XVII and XVIII, quotes from the Sefer Ha-Kabbalah and the Shevet Jehudah 
to show the horrors of the time for the Jews.

Nathan ben Yehiel, b. in Rome not later than 1055 - 1106. J’E* P-; 
Vol. IX. A. Berliner, Geschichte der Juden in Rom, Frankfurt a.m. 18; 
II. pt.I, pp.29-50.
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Benjamin of Tudela, Ed. A. Asher, Vol.II, p. 250 - 51, Zunzt On the Geographical 
Literature of the Jews.

>c, fr. Per. and Ar. rokli, 
to the aides of the board

came from beyond the Pyrenees and from men of
’ names are Adelard of Bath...while in Spain itself

" Sahtalla, and a group of Jewish
i."p.9. This translation from the Arabic is 
role played by Ibn Ezra in the twelfth

Ed. by L. Dukes, Fram 
translated into Hebrew 
Ezra, "liayyuj exerted 
later Hebrew grar 
the technical terms still employ! 
simply translations of the Arabic 
Levias'a article in J.E. Vol.VI, p.2// 
Verbs... etc., London, 18/0. 
Charles nomer Haskins, Studies in the History of Medieval Science, 
Harvard Univ. Press, 1924... p. J .."The recovery of ancient acienc 
philoaopny in the twelfth and thirteentn centuries marks an epoch in the 
history of European intelligence." Abraham Ibn Ezra played a prominent role 
in the transmission of culture into Europe. "In general, the lUre of Spain 
began to act only in the twelfth century, and tne active impulse toward the

diverse origins. Tne cnief 
we have Dominions Gondisalvi, Hugh of 
scholars,....and Abraham Ibn Ezra."p.$ 
but one example of the important role 
century.

The pawn ( fr. OF., fr. LL. pedo, j 
Any of the 16 men of least value ir

Frankfurt a.M., 1844. Hayyuj's first three works were twice 
■ew, first by Moses Ibn Gikatilla and later by Abraham Ihn 
sd an immense influence on succeeding generations. All 

immarians up to the present day base their works on his; and 
red in current Hebrew grammars are most of them 
,c terms employed by Hayyuj." 

and John W. Nutt, "Two treatises on

The Wjiyl is the Rook ( F. roc, 
chess It moves parallel t. 
unoccupied squares.

The Jewish Chronicle, June 22, 1894. Translation by Nina R. Davi/. 
bears the evidence that the moves in Chess have not changed. The I: 
chessman have the Elephant to represent the Castle or Root 
that Abraham Ibn Ezra followed the Arabic designation and makes the Bishop 
the Elephant or ^'3 , which the Arabs call "Al Fil", Ency. Brit. Vol.5, 
p.599. The Rook from the Indian "Rock" "war-chariot" is generally written 
by Hebrew writers but in this poem the reading n‘ ' has been
followed. Ibn Ezra may have used the word "wind" metaphorically as a war 
chariot. Rosin, Reime.. .p.159, No. 88 and page 160, note 6.
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115-

114.

115.

116. Ex. 20:13; Dn. 10:6 ( aim. of eyes of angel in vision)

117. Prov. 25:J.5. Moses is here referred to.

118.

119. 90

120.

121.

122.

Monatsschrift, May-June, 1916, p.199, Note 6.125.

124. Ibid. p. 201, note 5.

1894-5, p.59, N.4, Ozar Nechmad, Vol.Ill, 97.125.

126. Semitic Series, 
.3 of E. Trans, pp.59

, 29-58. See also 
Ibn Ezta was

r
■

See note 2, Ochs 
R.I. N. 48. See 
identifies V 
JUS of E. p? 
title of the book. Friedlander also [ 
given nor is the date mentioned in ths

He cites the familiar plaj 
Vol.I pt.4; Med. Jew. Chr<

See Ibn Ezra's popt 
Singer's Daily Pra} 
pp. CCLXI. The pot 
Ezra's love of the
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-ayer Book- Historical and Explanatory Notes. Revised Ed. 

>em is joyous, genial and reverent and testifies to Ibn 
; Sabbath.

Monatsschrift, May-June, 1916, p.199, Note 5 -
njon n.-o nyrno

nnyu ni'no R*3pnm t nw eznn1?
JHS of E. Trans. 1894-5, p.59, Note 5.

, p.70- No.47; See Jews of Angevin England, London 1895, 
>seph Jacobs. Jacobs includes a translation of the poem but 
follows the German translation of Rosin: Reime..pp.77 -78.

z/

:hs, p. 1^8 - Steinschneidor, Ztsch. f. M. u. Ph. 18o0, s.61 u. 
se J.H.S. of E. Trans. 1894-5 - p.49 where Friedlander

this disciple as Joseph, son of R. Jacob of Maudbille. See
>.48, note 5 ’'’here Sefer Ha-Mitzvoth is suggested as the correct 
,e book. Friedl&nder also points out that the name London is not 

le book itself.

JHS of E. 1894 - 95, p.47 - Yesod Moreh, Ch.l: "The knowledge of the names 
of the towns in Palestine, the history of the Judges and the Kings, the 
building of the first Temple, that of the future Temple, or the prophecies 
that have already been fulfilled can only be acquired by hard work and is 
of little benefit." Page 6, Yesod Moreh, Ed. Joseph Baer, Leipzig, 1840.

Kahana, Kovetz, 
pp.29 58. Joi 
his English j

JHS of E. Trans. 1894 - 95, p.49, note 1 where this line is adde^ in 
several L'j^b. Rosin, p.78, note 4.

Ps. 9:12; 51:17; 92:5, 10; 14o:4.
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CHAPTER III

APPRECIATION

foe.

" And

And as bountiful rain in the time of drought,

And all his piutira are wonderful,

Their subject-matter amazing,

Seers have not beheld any like them.

He also composed an order for the Day of Atonement,
mo

to discern not only sincerity but critical acumen as well in them. For two

In the first place, the play of

words "a help in trouble" suggests a characteristic of Ibn Ezra to which we have

It is his skill in making words twist into several meanings.repeatedly referred.
In the second place, the comparison of his poems to "bountiful rain is an admirable

7; TZUcaZ,'

Judah Al-Harizi in his Takhemoni of the Andalusian poets sings in laudation 
1

of him:

description of the refreshing spirit that courses througn the verse, — a spirit 

of gentle wit and bouyant humor.

themes are moillten in the furnace of intelligence,
“ | ’ Vx I

Engraved upon the heart."

in Medieval times the poet's verse was held in the highest esteem by friend and

In the eighth Liakame, Al-Harizi links Abraham Ibn Ezra with the other three 
2

distinguished Spanish poets in a singular way:

nAnd after Solomon died, who sat upon Hia. throne, 
And Abraham, ills Vizier, expired and died,

the songs of the scholar, R. Abraham b. Ezra, are a help in trouble,

K
yHvwA/Z/lj While Al-Harizi's words are couched in the superlative degree, it is possible 

ttdd ■
W-W")'important virtues, it seems, are emphasized.

No one who approaches Abraham Ibn Ezra's poetry today should forget that



And Judah, the captain of His host,

And Moses, Hia prophet; the viaion of poetry and its spring were stopped up,

And that glory and awe departed,

And the angel of the Lord no longer appeared,

For none arose after them who could compose such songs as theira...

The first ate up the fine flour

And left us the bran."

* Also Judah Hallevi who drew pearls and composed brilliant parables and

metaphors, and Abraham Ibn Ezra who belonged to the exalted rhetoricians and

poets, — both were from Toledo and afterwards sojourned in Cordova. They attained

the most distinguished rank in poetry according to the Arabic manner."

Another early writer who praised Ibn Ezra was Abraham Ibn Daud. At the end

of his work, "The Sefer Ha-Kabbalah", he calls our poet one of the last of the

Aa the years flowed on, the poetry of Ibn Ezra received more critical

While Samuel David Luzzatto ( b. Triest, Aug.22, 1800 - d. Padua,estimation.

Leopold Zunz ( b. Detmold, Aug. 10, 179^ - d. Berlin, March 18, 1886 ) ia

Zunz emphasizes the fact that to

He is sure that Ibn Ezra is no poet. Dipping his

Ibn Ezra was

Graetz is very harsh.

brilliant pen into caustic ink, Graetz confesses that while '

just and accurate in his appraisal of Ibn Ezra.
Number and measure lurk in his

great and pious men, the pride of Spanish Jewry, "who strengthened the hands of
4

Israel with songs and with words of comfort."

write poetry was not his peculiar activity.

poetry, and out of the words there springs the lightning of the thought, not the 

picture of the imagination.

Sept. JO, i860 ) attacked the scientific works of Ibn Ezra, he speaks in a praise-
5

worthy manner of his poetic ability.

Moaes Ibn Ezra, another distinguished poet of the day, links Abraham with 
Judah Hallevi in this manner:^



His verses are artificial, pedantic, uninteresting, and

devoid of feeling."

sublime joyousness

1916, 3. Ochs repeats the general unfavorable remarks about

"One receives

Again Ochs finds it merely a dialectical

R. I. N. 68, the longings of a separated

"TheSo too the religious poetry is more speculative than it is religious.

lofty exaltation of

poesy of Ibn Ezra.

forcefully in his Koheleth Commentary,

dissertation without poetic quality.

pair of lovers, according to Ochs is "dry and banal."

a deeply inspired soul never confronts us in the religious 

I believe that the only difference between him and R.

nevertheless, no poet.

7

compositions of Ibn-Gabirol and Judah Hallevi, the spirit of

majesty which aspires to the

the change of the struggling seasons.

acquainted with the artistic forms of Arabic and neo-Hebralc poetry, he was,

Aa recently as

side issue and only the grammatical and metrical aspects were the principal things."

Ochs then analyzes K.I. N.6J, — the description of a storm at sea and finds it 
philosophic on the one hand and tasteless on the other. R.I. N. 64 presents

which expresses itself in inspired hymns, the exalted
8

highest and attains it."

Sachs, too, speaking more particularly of Ibn Ezra's liturgical poems, says 
that they "consist of wise maxims or censorious admonitions; there is no outpouring 

of religious feelings which absorb the soul, and which characterize fervent prayer. 

In the religious poetry of Ibn Ezra there is lacking what is so manifest in the

His lyrical poems, according to Ochs, are

the impression," says this critic, "when reading his poems that the content is a

Elazar Ha-Kalir, whom Ibn Ezra assails so

Chapter Vil ( See Page 4?, ®h.2, Note 72 ) is the following: - that whereas R.

Elazar Ha-Kalir fills his liturgical poems with Midrashlc and Talmudic erudition,

Ibn Ezra seeks to give in his expressions his astrological-metaphysical views.
„ 9

The peculiar poetic element is missed in both.

Ibn Ezra's poems, calling the style of the dedicatory poems "exuberant and stilted", - 

sometimes "insipid and out of place." 

not better, "the inner warmth, the fervor of emtions are lacking."



Brody fails to draw a diatinction between

the religious and non-religious poetry of Ibn Ezra and likewise emphasizes the

lack of emotional qualities in the poetry, stressing the idea that it contains no

beauty.

Against the distinguished array of adverse critics, it were presumptuous for

And yet, reading at

the poetry of Abraham Ibn Ezra, I have found here and there such red?eming lines

that I cannot but protest against the decision of Graetz and his followers. No

poet can claim to have written verse of an equal excellence in poem after poem.

Were we to recall the poetry of Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Tennyson or Browning,

would speedily find that the fame of these English poets rests upon a strikinglywe

small portion of the actual lines they penned. The bulk of their production has

Only the few choice songs live on forindulgent posterity.

the greater glory of their authors.

Now in the case of Ibn Ezra, we find that his critics have been unkind

sea.

Kajiana, p. 16, N. 10.

and partial a fashion. A poet is not as inferior as hie poorest work.
The solemn joy of "Crossing the Bar” would be

and simplest poems he ever penned.
gratitude of posterity for a few small pieces in his "Songs of Innocence and

But no poet should in fairness be judged in so haphazard

He is

The most recent criticism of Ibn Ezra's po«» ry appears in the now Hebrew 
10 

Encyclopedia in an article by Brody.

to notice that he singles out the poem on

been forgotten by an

me to plead a more generous estimate of Ibn Ezra as a poet.

flights of the spirit as is the case with Judah Ilallevi, and so strain of grief 

as is true of Moses Ibn Ezra, but rather reflects a tranquility of soul, looking 

with contemplative eye upon the world and its events. It is interesting, however, 

"The Mosquitoes* as one of especial

enough to go to those poems of his that were particularly graceless, and on the

basis of these barren songs, to stamp Ibn Ezra as banal and devoid of poetic gifts. 

Naturally their arguments sound cogent when they point to the stilted dedicatory 

poems or to such verse as the dialogue between the poet and the sea. R.I. N.6^,

as good as his beet composition.

enough to make Tennyson a gifted and great poet although it is one of the smallest

William Blake might easily claim the



Experience." So too might Keats and Shelley rest their reputations on a few,

immortal songs.

At his beet, Abraham Ibn Ezra is a secular poet of whimsical charm welded

to humorous conceit and a religious poet of lofty spiritual faith. His short,

to be found not only in

turns its troublesome face to him.

Nor is there ever wanting a trust in God that comes from the heart rather

than from the pen of the professional religionist. His poems, both religious

and secular, both liturgical and non-liturglcal, echo this clear, sincere reliance

Abraham Ibn Ezra possessed an unsliakable and steadfast trust. This deepin God.

religious faith reaches height of sheer, unquestioned poetic beauty in his hymn

After

we must look in the religious

Resignation

He is my portion still.

I will the Lord extol

"I hope for the salvation of the Lord,

In Him I trust, when fears my being thrill, 

Come life, come death, according to His word,

Hence doubting heart !

With gladness, for in Him is ray desire,

verse we meet Ibn Ezra full of lively wit and humor, loving life even though it

epigrammatical lines are clear-cut and memorable and are
11 his poems but in his other writings. When he writes about hie "tough luck" 

(Kahana, p.9 ), or of his inability to meet the dignitary ( p.10 - See Ch.2, p.15); 

of his "tattered coat" ( p.10 ); of the City of Moreh (p.l}); of "The Mosquitoes" 
(p.21 ) and in parts of his long poem on his wanderings ( p.22 ) — in all this

of resignation with which I bring this appreciation to its conclusion. 
12 

all, as our poet himself wrote in a little epigram,

poetry for the flowering of Israel’s poetic genius, for the poet’s source of 
inspiration is God, the age-long quest of Israeli seers and singerst1-5
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Which, as with fatnena, satisfies my soul,

That doth to heaven aspire.

All that is hidden, shall mine eyes behold,

And the great Lord of all be known to me,

Him will I serve, His am I

I ask not to be free.

Sweet is ev'n sorrow coming in His name,

Nor will I seek its purpose to explore,

His praise will I continually proclaim,

And praise Him evermore."
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Monatsschrift, Jan.-Feb. 1916 - 3. Ochs, pp.54-b6.9.
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11. Kahana, Kovetz, part II, pp. 96 - 104. Some examples ares
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"Wisdom begetteth humility"
"Wisdom is"for the soul as food for the body*
"Tho angel between man and His God is his Intellect"
"The heart is hidden and yet it reveals and discloses folly
"Man was only created to acquire wisdom"
"The Intellect is the messenger of God"
"Wisdom quickeneth man who is a microcosm
"Let the sage who has no inheritance nor wealth rejoice in hie 

wisdom and not fret because of hie poverty."

M. Sachs, Religiose Poeoie der Juden Spanions, j»12 ff. whom Graetz follows; 
"His liturgical poetry, produced at all periods of his life, bears the 
same impress of sober contemplation. It consists of wise maxims or censorious 
admonitions; there is no outpouring of religious feelings which absorb the 
soul, and which characterize fervent prayer. In the religious poetry of Ibn 
Ezra there is lacking, what is so manifest in the compositions of Ibn Gabirol 
and Judah Hallevi, the spirit of sublime joyousness which expresses itself in 
inspired hymns, the exalted majesty which aspires to the highest, and attains it."
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The Arabs1 song Is of love and lust,

The Hindoos of proverbs and of riddles,

But Israel, in its songs and praises is

To the Lord of Hosts.

1 will remember Him that my soul may live.

me

My portion is the Lord, saith my soul,

I will remember Him that my soul may liw.My soul is sated like fat and fatness

eye
I b<

I will remember Him that my soul may live.I will serve Him nor will I go free,

I will remember Him that my soul may live.And now my head will be lifted up,

The Christians' of war and revenge,

The Greeks' of wisdom and cunning,

When I remove duplicity
I cry unto God out of satisfaction 
My meditation is about Him and

My 
If

I will remember Him that my soul may 
live.

1398.
place below a

> of bitterness is sweet to me in His name ( Zidduk Ha-Din idea) 
rill not ask what He doeth

The cup
And I wl
I will offer up His praise upon my mouth

Unto God my soul yearns,
I hope for the salvation of my God, 
Doubtful hearts believe in Him, 
Whether He keeps me alive or kill

ings
>d then I become perfect

This beautiful translation was by Alice Lucas, 
‘ ’ >n, Macmillan and Co., ’

Ezra's first name. I

s beheld all hidden thir 
>ecome familiar with Goc

I shall bore a hole in my ear and forever

1J. Eger's Divan, No. 05, p.15. T'* - ’~ 
found in The Jewish Year, p.6O, London, 
The poem is an acrostic spelling Ibn E. 
literal translation of the Hebrew:
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that his writings contain

ths great English poem is the purpose of this short chapter.

born in the parish of St. Olles, Camberwell, London,
He died at the ripe age of eighty-seven at his son's home inMay 7, 1812.

Venice, December 12, 1889.
and he was

is amply demonstrated not only by his

As one of his biographers points out,

reason
fact that he
Jewish matters.1

Every student of English Literature is familiar with Robert Browning' 

nRabbi Ben Ezra", first published in 1864.

was
*5

noble poem nRabbi Ben Ezra”, first published in 1864. Since Dr. Furnivall, 
it has been commonly accepted by critics that Abraham Ibn Ezra formed the 
model for this poem.1

poetry but also by two noteworthy actsj in 1881 he signed the memorial to 
the lord ^layor to summon a meeting to protest against Russia's persecution 
of the Jews and in 1887 he joined the Council of the Anglo-Jewish Exhibition.

certainly sympathetic with Jews as

Robert Browning was

of languages and literatures.
and a retentive memory helped him to recalfc much of the Information which

indifferent schooling, managed to acquire a vast and miscellaneous knowledge 
He could put his finger on almost anything

His appearance was somewhat Jewish, if that 
means anything; he seems to have had some knowledge of Hebrew,^

Thus in a reliable anthology of English Literature,
Abraham Ibn Ezra's life is shortly outlined and an attempt is made to prove 

2 some of the views expressed by Browning's sage.
To bring together some of these conclusions and to set forth the message of

CHAPTER IV

Until Dr. Furnivall proved the contrary, for a long time it was believed 
4 that Browning was of Jewish descent.

"the chief reason assigned by his contemporaries for the belief was the 
i, without doubt, specially and profoundly interested in

It is well known that the boy Browning, despite an

RABBI BEN EZRA
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Two Immediate questions concern us herei What did Browning know of

Abraham Ibn Ezra, if anything! Is"Rabbi Ben Ezra"to be identified with

Abraham Ibn Ezra!

means of Jewish speakers, Rabbi Ben Ezra and Jochanan Hakkadosh. "Rabbi

Ben Ezra" is by many considered Browning's most striking poem, and certainly

it yields to none of hie in dignity and lucidity. It is of peculiar

interest to English Jews as the eponymous hero is Abraham Ibn Ezra, who

a pun on

Angleterre) as he calls it, in the spring and summer of 1158. It is scarcely

likely that Browning knew more of him than that he was a distinguished

Rabbi of the Middle Ages. Certainly the poem has none of those satiric

touches with which Abraham Ibn Ezra's name is associated in the mind of the

student of Jewish literature. Nothing can be more dignified and stoical

than the soliloquy of the old Rabbi reviewing life, and seeing that it is

very good both in youth, with its pleasure, and in age, with its experience.

The image of the Potter and the wheel, hackneyed as it has been by the

homilists, has never been more finely utilized than in the concluding

,The fact seems to be that Browning could read his

Hebrew Bible, and that was about the extent of his Hebrew learning, though

impression of recondite learning...

But it is not in the minutiae of Hebrew scholarship that we are to look for

This comes out in the lines

That this sympathy

chose to give two of the most important summaries of his Weltweisneit by
7

Browning's sympathy with the Jewish spirit.

I have been quoting and in his poems of toleration.

was not due to any agreement with the characteristic features of Jewish

Joseph

Jacobs maintains that "it cannot have been by accident that he (Browning)

With reference to the first question, it may be conjectured that the 
xama 
name of the distinguished Rabbi was at least familiar to him.

it was a foible of his to give an

lines of the poem.

was himself in England, "the island of the corner of the earth" (

he picked up at the British Museum through which he roamed. 6
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faith is, I think, undoubted.

Aside from the conjectural nature of these remarks, it is of course

Some critics who have apparently

been only familiar with the satiric comments of Ibn Ezra have presented

lips of "Rabbi Ben Ezra".

did not lack reliance in God. "The robustness of Browning’s nature, its

courage, its abounding joy and faith in life, make his works

storehouse of spiritual energy for the face, a storehouse to which for a

In an age

distracted by doubt and divided in will, his strong, unfaltering voice has

We have also direct testimony of this faith based on the famous third

Never doubted clouds would break,

proof to hie daughter-in-law and sister.

a permanent

The Pall Mall
evening, Just before his death-illness, the poet was reading this from a 

He saidi'It almost looks like

the thesis that Browning expresses his10 own philosophy of faith through the

been lifted above the perplexities and hesitations of men like a bugle-call 

to joyous battle in which the victory is to the brave."

verse of his "Epilogue to Asolando"i

"One who never turned his back but marched breast forward,

Never dreamed, though right were worsted, wrong would triumph, 

Held we fall to rise, are baffled to fight better, sleep to wake."

Gazette of February 1, 1890 related this incidenti * One

Al! the more honor to the poet who could 

rise above differences of creed and pierce to tne human nature which is 
common to Christian and Jew because it is the £ift of a Common Father."

long time to come it will in certain moods always return.

untrue that Abraham Ibn Ezra was merely a satirist. If anything, the 

internal evidence of "Rabbi Ben Ezra" would seem to indicate that Browning 

knew much more of Ibn Ezra's philosophy than has come to the surface through 

the speculations of his critics. Whereas in other characters, "we seem to 
hear the ring of Browning's own voice"8 in "Rabbi Ben Ezra* we hear also 
the voice of the Medieval Jewish sage.^

That may well be. We know that Browning
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Again

He is my portion still....

Sweet is ev'n sorrow coming in His name,

Nor will I seek its purpose to explore;

His praise will I continually proclaim,

And bless Him evermore."

In another well-known hymn he singsi

nI thirst for God, to Him my soul aspires

The living Qod it is my heart desires ...

In darkest night, God is a light to me."

. . !ln darkness, God is a light to me."

All that we wish to maintain here is that "Rabbi Ben Ezra" not only

remarkable way it sets forth

in which Abraham Ibn Ezra heartily shared.

ending magnificently with
"Yea, though my dwelling be

reflects the sturdy optimism of Browning; in

the Jewish attitude of faith and reliance in God and life, -

In Him I trust, when fears my being thrill, 

Come life, come death, according to His word.

a philosophy

bragging to say this, and as

Suiiming up the evidence on

truth; and as

This thought we

if I ought to cancel it; but it's the simple 
12 

it's true, it shall stand."

our first question, we may say that the fact that Browning knew something of 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, while indirect, seems fairly certain. Israel Abrahams 

i> right in saying that "it is probable that the poet had him vaguely in 

mind." 15 More than this is questionable. Certainly Browning had

find once more in another hymn which ends
14

But if Browning had a strong robust faith, so had Abraham Ibn Ezra.
and again in his poetry and in his prose we meet with the thought so beautifully 

expressed in one poem in particulari 1^

"I hope for the salvation of the Lord,
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sources.

idiom, I may mention that he was going to call his Jochanan "Hakkadosh

put in its pooper position.'1 Israel

Abrahams also telle us that while he "had dipped into curious, out of the

Abraliam Ibn Ezra? Thia question has usually been answered in the affirmative.

On the basis of the English poem, critics have endeavored to establish a

definite relationship between the writings of Ibn Ezra and the thoughts

surprising, because as we have seen, Browning had a vast collection of stray

medieval Rabbi.
is

almost never spoken of that way.

Day."

very different tone from the

Is it possible,

Admitting then that Browning had some general knowledge of the medieval 

sage and poet, Abraham Ibn Ezra, are we to identify"Rabbi Ben Ezra" with

The Rev. Michael Adler cleverly detected that he owed some of the 

astonishing Hebrew words in his Jocoseria to a little read edition of the

Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela. Very bad Hebrew it is, but its author was. 18not Browning byjt Baratier.

our poem.

"As some indication of the slightness of his acquaintance with Hebrew

as Abrahams believes, that Browning did not

knowledge in his capacious head and probably remembered some ideas of the 

But fcwo facts should be remembered. In the first place,

Browning calls hie Rabbi merely "Rabbi Ben Ezra" and Abraham Ibn Ezra 

In the second place, and of greater 

"Rabbi Ben Ezra" in Browning's "Holy-Cross

way books on Jewish lore," he was not as much a Hebrew scholar as some would 
claim. 7

importance, we meet with another

This second "Rabbi Ben Ezra" sings a "Song of Death" which is of a 

resilient optimism of "Rabbi Ben Ezra" of

or from casual secondary

Joseph Jacobs telle the following revealing incident which would 

confirm the theory that Browning's knowledge of Hebrew was not sufficient 

to enable him to read Medieval Hebrew sources:

Jochanan" ( -John Saint). Through a common friend I pointed out the wrror 

to the poet, and the adjective was

never read any of Abraham Ibn Ezra's writings in the original and probably 

picked up his information either from learned Jews

expressed by Browning in the poem. That there should be agreements is not
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Thio too

20

philosophy of high faith which he knew to be true

not only of the Rabbi but as well of the Jewish spirit? Happily too, this

exalted idealism he himself shared. This is the thought of another writer

who maintains that Robert Browning's treatment of the Jew was not only true

"based on a sympathetic and intellectual study of

the Jewish race. I do not know of anything which expresses so intensely

and with such concentrated language the semi-tragic-comedy enacted at Rome

every year on Holy Cross Day, as does the poem bearing this name. The

scorn, the contempt, the bitterness, and the mockery of the Jews, driven

like sheep and compelled to listen to the annual sermon preached with the

view of converting them, is portrayed with a rare and ponderful power. The

conclusion, too, with its reconciliation over the bond of suffering could

To RABBI BEN EZRA as a subjective poem, one would naturally turnJudaism.

The coloring here does not depend

The

and fiction.

Our lasting desire is not simply or chiefly toin essence transitory.

Is it perhaps safest then to believe that Browning merely took 

"Rabbi Ben Ezra" and having vaguely in mind the medieval vagabond, he tried

But, after all, the portrayal or suggestion of oppression 

only shows one phase of existence, and that not the most important, being

is the thought of one of his biographers:

"When he ( Browning) wishes to express the largest and sublimest 

scheme of morals and religion which his imagination

inner workings of the Jewish spirit.

on past persecutions or on the contrast between Jew/ and Gentile, 

persistence and frequency with which these latter have been exemplified in 

real life has somehow led to their undue adoption as the material of poetry

to place in his lips a

never have been conceived by any one with merely a passive interest in

winli his rendc-s to have any particular Medieval Rabbi in mind?^

for the purpose of discovering in wliat measure Browning appreciated the

can conceievc, he does 

not put it into the mouth of any of the great spiritual leaders of mankind, 

but into the mouth of an obscure Jewish Rabbi of the name of Ben Ezra."

and broad-minded; it was

21



know the feelings of down-trod len human beings, although our sympathies

motives of man when he ie corapl"tely man.

an insight to their

moral and religious nature; thia insight

what is permanent and therefore spiritual.

manner be called a poetical portrait of that

epicurean, but which accepts both pleasure and pain as having distinct but

rightful uses. That efort after, and consequent sense of progress towards

perfection, of which Browning ie ever fond of discoursing, has much in

common with the unconquerable optimism that lies at the root of the Messianic

idea in its widest ranges
"□row old along with

There are other pieces like Filippo Baldinucci on the Privilege of Burial,

Jochanan Hakkadosh, Ben Karshook'a Wisdom, etc., which give abundant evidence

character."

Tlxing finally to ’Rabbi Ben Ezra’,

medieval sage looking back upon a long vista of life:

Life does not mean

The body

chance characteristic appertaining to Jews which gives

points over which age and death have no power,

with Him again."

Rabbi Ben Ezra may in a

can only be obtained through

which, emanating from Him, must become one

The spiritual conflict is appropriate to youth.

an end to man.

me.... see all nor be afrlrfd..

mere feasting and joy, which when ended, brings

nor be afraid!'

are widened by such knowledge; it is rather to penetrate to th" inner

we see that it pictures an old

And so it is not the outer or

>ng with me! 
yet to be, 
life, ‘

The poet then turns to youth and finds that its hopes and fears have 

speedily annulled its brief years. And yet, * he has found the fixed 

in Qod and the human soul, 
22

"Grow old aloi
The best is j   ..
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Our times are in His hand
Who saith, 1 A whole I planned,
Youth shows but half; trust God: see all,

of Browning's wide knowledge of, and sympathetic insight into Jewish

dominant Jewish habit of viewing things which is neither ascetic nor
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must project the soul on its lone way. Powerfully Browning rejects the

Man ought to thank God for the gift of manhood, for the ability to

learn. Nor is that inheritance merely of earthly wisdom. It is also a
moral one of right and good.

Thanks that I was a man!

Maker, remake, complete,— I trust what thou shalt do!'

Both body and soul are good, says Browning, rejedting the ascetic

notion of the evil inherent in the flesh:

"As the bird wings and singe,

Let us cry, 'All good things

Are ours, nor soul helps flesh more, now, than flesh helps soul!'

affinity with God, even though it be but in the germ, is still

the redeeming truth of life's struggles and vicissitudes:

God though in the germ.

The poet now reviews age

it enables him to hope further:
be afrtid!"

Browning goes further.

comforts me:
have been, but would not sink i' the scale.

> far reached its term: 
>ved

Man's

God's plan is perfect sings the poet:

"Perfect I call thy plan:

should welcome the struggle 

inherent in life, believing that it proceeds from lower to higher forms, 

and making man, ultimately, despite his corporeal nature, one with God:

"What I aspired to be, 
And was not, cot 
A brute I might

Omar Khayyam philosophy, asserting that we

age 
sritage, 

.ruggle having so 

.1 I pass, approt 
aye removed 

sveloped brute;

•••"Thou waitedst age: wait death nor

Man's success or failure must be sought in the

"Therefore I summon i 
To grant youth's het 
Life's stru) 
Then shall . 
A man, for e 
From the dev

And I shall thereupon
Take rest, ere I be gone
Once more on my adventure brave and new:
Fearless and unperplexed,
When I wage battle next,
What weapond to select, what armor to indue.

and finds that far from filling him with terror,



unseen order. With undaunted conviction, Browning asserts the essential
in the eight of God, no matter how little the world of

God and man's soul

forsooth, wouldst fain arrest:

It is with this soaring faith in the reality of these ideals, in

the knowledge that Truth is definitely spiritual that the Rabbi sums up

his reflections, finding perfection at the core of life and meaning and

purpose in both youth and age:

what warpings past the aim!

Let age approve of youth, and death complete the same!"

■ SRX

Certainly "Rabbi Ben Ezra" is one of the great spiritual legacies
However much or li'tle of Abraham Ibn Ezra's life and

to the nobility of Jewish religious idealism.
pride in the thought that if a fictitious Jew gave Shakespeare his "Shylock", 

historical Rabbi of the Twelfth Century who inspired the gifted

>d, whose wheel the pitther shaped."

Once more, Browning or Rabbi Ben Ezra, denies the pagan thought of 
"carpe diem", denies that "all is cliange." Nothing dies or changes which 

has truly been.

worth of every man

our language.

thought may have served as a model, the poem remains an eloguent tribute

We may as Jews take

it was an

"So, take and use thy work, 
Amend what flaws may lurk, 
What strain o' the stuff, i 
My times be in thy hand! 
Perfect the cup as planned!

He fixed thee mid this dance 
Of plastic circumstance, 
This Present, thou, f 
Machinery just meant 
To give tliy soul its bent, 
Try thee and turn thee forth, sufficiently impressed."

Earth changes, 
What entered ii
That was, is
Time's wheel

affairs might understand or value him:
"All I could never be, 
All, men ignored in me, 
This, I was worth to Go<

are invincible before Time, spinning 
like the potter's wheel, rotting on the highway:

"Fool! All that is, at all, 
Lasts ever, past recall;

, but thy soul and God stand sure:
into thee,

is, and shall be:
<-l runs back or stops: Po’ter and clay endure.
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Victorian seer to write one of the enduring pa sms songs of poetic faith

inxihs English Literature for it is from the lips of a Jew that the words,

memorable and fa unforgettable, are spokent

"All I could never be, 
All, men ignored in me, 
This, I was worth to God..
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Whene'er His servant fell,
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Hiding my sin, His kindly face

My God did ne'er withhold

Requiting with fresh good

My black ingratitude."
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himself, 1

From "Medieval Wayfaring* in "The Book of Delight’ by Israel Abrahams, p.150, 
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beneficent results of hi!
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remarks, "On pei 
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back on such a life, Ibn Ezra might well detect a Divine Providence
1 pains and sorrows. So, Jew-like, he retained his hope to the last, 
his buffetings on the troubled seas of life, remembering the 

.s travels to others, if not to himself, he could
write in this faithful strain:

upon the Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela. Tne passage runs as 
king of tne ( to nlm ) incredibility and absurdity of Benjamin'a 
.s travels, this learned youthful prodigy, of the mature age of twelve, 
>eut selon les lettres initiales de son ouvrage
Lgnifier d'tw D'PI "piy qpo Voyages de Rabbi
>eler
plusieurs mensonges."
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Saith Abraham, a Prisoner of Hope,

Against whom poverty loosened its dart,

Until it pierced through half his heart

While wandering harassed the other part

This one expounded in the Parasha

Which begins with the account of Jethro.



Notes.

inn' .
reads

wife, who says this scholar, "probably died before

he left his home, and to this bereavement he perhaps alludes., when he

says:

"Thus says Abraham, trusting in Him

Who opened the eyes of hie mind,

When his heart's blood half had been taken away,

bent."

However this may be, the epigram is instructive for several reasons.

In the first place, it gives ue something of an insight into the life of

poverty and vagabondage which was the lot of our poet. Although the

thought is expressed in few words, it is none the less convincing and vivid.

is used in three different meaningst 1. bowstring, Ps. 11»2; Jb.JOjll;

2. remainder, other part, Is. 44|19; J. Jethro, the father of Moses'wife,

Kahana, Notel,p.9, Kovetz, suggests that he likens himself toEx. 18,1. r
Jethro forsook his people to go with Israel through the

wilderness, so Ibn Ezra forsook the place of his birth to go as a wanderer

And his spirit by wand'ring was

Jethro for just as

' I'P • On this basis, Friedl&nder, Intr.

Isaiah, Vol.l, page xvl, believes that the reference is 

to Abraham Ibn Ezra's

In the second place, we see a characteristic literary trick of Ibn Ezra's —

nn* a

Tnese six lines appear in the Introduction to Exodus Commentary, Chapter

18, the Parasha called " . While Kahana, Kovetz p. 9, 1. line 2

Vol.IV, pp.126-127)

1JH n’mN D'lDD '30 pnX' 3T

"R. Isaak composed two books on Oen.l - 2il and has not yet finished."

in search of knowledge.

Many examples of Ibn Ezra's punning may be cited, of which a few are 
given
Bited here. ( See Friedlaender, Essays on the Writings of Abraham Ibn Ezra,

'JJ7 , other texts read 

to Commentary on

a witticism that is effected by the play on words. The word "
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In all of these examples there is the same

literary device which shows the ingenuity of Ibn Ezra, 

this invention that makes it so pointless often to translate him 

into another language. It ia perhaps this too that has served to 

weaken the prestige of our poet in a generation that looks with 

disfavor on such upw"words.
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The planets and stare from their courses

Swerved when first I saw the light;

Were I a dealer in candles

The sun would then shine by night;

I strive to succeed but I cannot,

For the spheres of the heavens oppose,

Were shrouds my trade,

Men would never die, — I suppose!
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Notes.

In this short and memorable poem we are permitted an intimacy with

the spirit of the poet. While it reflects the medieval notion of

astrology, which Ibn Ezra strangely enough for so alert

it does more than that. Here we have him as a vagabond, — a glorious

type of the eternal vagabond that is the Jew. No furtive brand is upon •
his brow. He had not known the Ghetto inhibitions that were later to

mark hie unfortunate brethren in Europe. He did not slink from country

to country, broken in spirit and blighted in soul. There is a fire in

Life does not

Life rarely dealt gently with the Jew. And yet

Abraham Ibn Ezra is brave and gentle, - an ironic compassion hovers

about him, - a sweetness and a light that comes from wisdom and faith.

Here in these lines we catch this truest insight into our poet,

smiling into the clouds of disaster, patient before the inevitable

tragedies of Life, willing to believe that growing old meant that the

best was yet to be. Here we have just

fleeting picture of our noble and exalted wanderer

a more skilful but less

leading the forlorn life of an exile. Jack M. Myers in his text-book 

for children, ’The Story of the Jewish People", Vol.II, p.102, offers 

literal translation of Ibn Ezra's sparkling linest

My labour's vain, 
No wealth I gain. 
My fate since birth 
Is gloom on earth.

his eye that betokens the courageous, untamed dreamer, 

deal with him gently.

a mind shared,

a breath of his pathetically

colorful spirit, a

If I sold shrouds, 
No one would die. 
If I sold lamps, 
Then in the sky, 
The sun for spite, 
Would shine by night.
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5.

4.

5.

6.

7.

Formerly in youth
I composed songs;
I set them as a necklace
About the necks of the Jews.

Birds devour me — 
Even the owls — 
And worthless fellows cast 
Dung upon my head.

jounded
i mirrors.

In all places I sojourned, 
Books I composed 
And secrets expc 
Clear as molten

Wandering has sapped 
And confounded 
It lias set ray r 
Captive in cha:

my strength 
1 my thoughts; 
mouth and tongue 
line.

But now I have fallen, 
To the dust I am lowered, 
And I pour forth my supplication 
To God from the depths.

When their prosperity increased
They denied their sires;
They unsheath and swing their swords 
Against an Innocent person.

If I should set my eloquence 
Against hills and crags 
Horses could run over them, 
They could dash as thunder-bolts.



8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

15.

14.

although my thought prevails 

not

Their e 
And if 
Their f 
Are fuJ

a peo| 
' eoul 
ibbi El:

my honor is 
3h their te^>

open my mouth, 
' knowledge s.

Today th' 
But they
Have becc

Men of culture have dwindled, 
‘ley are few, 

r who fed on dryness 
:ome fat and kicked.

The head of families, 
Master of pure speech, 
Master who restores souls 
To those who despair of life.

And my life is cut off
Among a people of low culture, 
And my eoul yearns 
For Rabbi Eliakim.

But F
Far and wide,
Here I dare i
The breasts of my

But I have become a reproach 
In the sight of all mortals, 
The glory of my honor is gone 
And they gnash their te^th at me.

,n, 
shrivel up.

From his mouth are heard
All knowledge hidden
In the Law of God. He lifts up 
The curtains of His testimonies.

eyes saw preciousness, 
? strangers.are here 
garners for nothing 
ill and overflowing.
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15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

Would that we had 
When we dwelt in 1 
For we have become 
Oppressed and maltreated.

Ills lips are sapphires, 
His words very nrecious, 
And from his wrath 
Princes go into clefts.

We are but poor,
For frivolity joins with folly, 
And exiles in the midst of exile
We constantly push against one another.

my brother,
speech,
lee,
in heaven.

inion he has not
> and in intelligence;
'together lovely, 
most sweet.*

L perished at God'a hand 
freedom,

Listen to me, 
Pray listen to my t 
My spirit loves th‘ 
And my witness is i

In Christian countries there is no glory
For any scholar who dwelt 
In the Arabian land, — 
They hiss at us.

A true compai 
In knowledge 

"Yea! He is altc
His mouth is

But why infuriate oneself,
Against an insolent fellow who behaves proudly, 
For what are we able to say 
In a distant land?
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22.

25.

by the eoul

24.

25.

26.

changeable )

27.

28.

down

Does he not act like a madman, 
Profane the Holy Covenant!
Leave him alone
For he curses righteous men.i. I'*"*

Like Shimei is his name numerically, 
He has genealogy, . 
And the reckoning with his judgment . 
Make up an ancient record.

Lowering, 
His whole

But if a Greek locust comes
Jm;
back 

>e a giant.

k oUx L /m -j| Disgrace and shame 
j Are considered holy 
I Whose heart is set
I To one such worthless fellow.

He is exalted by ther 
He rides upon every 
And is thought to bt

And with his bowings 
To all who behold him, 

curving 
height.

. Place the Greek among them 
His deeds will be "detestable" 
I "111 count his genealogy ( as 
As the "He" in grammar.

His eyes witness against him
For the evil of his mind;
He plans his treachery within
And does his cleansing ( on the outside ).
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50.

Notes;

This poem is interesting and important because it throws light not only

upon the life of our poet but also because it reveals some of the internal

conditions that Ibn Ezra encountered. No. 22 is probably a reference to a

Byzantium scholar whom Ibn Ezra met in Southern Italy. Ibn Ezra was probably

attacked as

The

suspected the Spanish Jews of holding heretical views.

. See Ps. 57*12.io in for

I ■ffVtwwZ Jewish

a heretic for his liberal philosophical and theological views.

( See Isaac Rusik, Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy, 187 - 196, esp. p.188.) In

No.l see Ps. 14? - 8 - "to bind their kings with chains."

5 — See Jb. 57118 — "which is strong as a molten mirror"

No. 6 — See 2 3. 504 - "children of iniquity "

No. 8 — 3ee Jb.^o0 _ "they who gnaw the dry ( ground) ".

No. 9 — See Ps. 144:15 - "our garners are full"

No. 10 — See Rosin p.89 - *'D,n for 10

No. H.  gee uOt 9,14 "shrivelling breasts ’

the verses tliat remain untranslated, Ibn Ezra complains that a certain Solomon, 

pho knew better, hearing of this attack did not stop this Shimei in his false 

charges. Ibn Ezra pointe out what an ignoramus this Shimei is with regard to 

learning, showing that he did not even know Pirke Aboth ( No.55 and 5^ )• 

Ibn Ezra also mentions a young scholar by the name of Benjamin ( No.59 ). 

remainder of the poem is devoted to harsh, satirical thrusts at this "Greek 

locust" and at the people who make such a fuss over him and place such confidence 

in him. It is interesting to see tliat the Jews in Christian countries often

And how dare he call heretics
The faithful sons, -
Pious men and distinguished, - 
All who hear him are silent.
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No. 19. - See Roein, p.90 □ Rny for

No. 21. -Kedar - name of tribe of Arabs - used for Arabian in M.A.

No. 2u. — See 2 Sam. 16t5 and 1 Oh. 4:22

No. 26. — See Roain, p.91

No. 27 — Scores his hypocrisy.

Abraham Geiger, "Judaism and Its History", pp.5J4 - commenting on this

A man with the complete Spanish

strange to him, communicating with men who occupied other

The disturbances

narrowmindedness
Somewhere in Italy, he met with a

every scientific endeavor.

culture, living in tne Arabian atmosphere, breathing its free mental air in full 

drafts — he is driven about in countries the tendencies of which he did not share,

gives us

whose language was

poem, has the following to say:

*Hls life must be called a disrupted one.

No. 12. - Is. ^:19; Ez.^:5,6. - "unintelligible of speech".

No. 16. - Ct. 5:16 - "His mouth is most sweet; Yea, he is altogether lovely.

This is my belove), and this is my friend...1’

oxpresses his pain in many places about that restlessness: 

"Aged, in foreign land I wander without rest 

Like the birds that anxiously coo for the nest."

ydt he had to experience insults and carry on 

among the Jews in the Christian countries.

points of view, everywhere at home, yet nowhere enjoying a home. He himself

an account of such happenings.

Jewish scholar from the Byzantine Empire, who with the narrowmindedness of his 

home and imbued with the Talmudical spirit, looked down with contempt upon

That man corresponded more to the mental attitude of

He longed for his native country and yet dared not enter it.

’hlch had broken out there, the fury of the oppressors as he says, had driven 

him forth, and so he was wandering about and found nowhere a lasting home. He 

was honored everywhere, the scholars know how to estimate hie importance; and 

fights with the illiberality and

He himself occasionally
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Italy tnan Aben Ezra, and thio one had to hear how the other abused all the

He poura out

under ground,

! ye
>ets.

How lucky if I had but died, 
While fortune yet with me did abide 
Before thia rabble began to deride

And treat me with grievous disdain.

how he tries to fit,
■ hands and does never omit 

To press hands for money to gain.

See the winks and the nods of the hypocrite, 
Wliat bows he makes, ] 
How he presses their

Around me are madnesi 
My mind is now in c 

By corn, with

gon< 
heads who

are

And now he makes his voice resound 
So loud, it must be heard all around; 
He pretends the Talmud to expound,

And yet he is weak in tnat domain.

important Spanish scholars, and yet was treated with all respect, 

his pain at that to a friend in a poems

Yet if there comes in a cricket from Greece, 
Of all dignity he is given a lease, 
And in his mind he does increase

To a giant on uppermost plane.

■eat spirits now 
the empty 

With laughter

"My youthful hopes are
My mouth and tongue in chains are bound 
My mind is sore with serious wound, 

And restless roving strain.

In Edom ( Christian countries ) is neither honor nor praise 
For sages from Spain or one of their ways, 
Where ignorance rules all of the days, 

Contempt is their only gain.

ipread the light, 
>s in the fight 

requite 
linT

0 friend, here am I rated vile, 
js, folly and guile, 

double exile 
i grief and pain.

And then he swells up, abuses the blessed 
The great spirits now gone to their rest, 
While the empty heads who feather his nest 

bursting in twain.

0 masters and men ! ye that s;
Our teachers and poets, heroef 
'Gainst folly and wrong! Does this i

The work and stress of your braj
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"Deep pain goes through Ibn Ezra during his restless wandering, and the pain

is reflected in all his works. Pessimism and melancholy shine through every-

Just as he is at home in every land but without a home in it, so hewhere.

is at home in every mental field and yet finds no rest for his soul in any.*

To make of such a fool 
To tremble at his wink 
Yet fill thej 

Them c

So feed him up
Get him purple
Maids for his service also

Perhaps absolution may

a god, 
and nod!

ley him with meats and wash 
down with best champagne.

Ask him who does so glibly converse, 
Ask out ofthe Dible but for one ven 
Known to a child from the mouth of I, 

'I do not know' is his refrain.

•se, 
his nurse,

on with serving 
his

Well, keep on with serving hie weight, 
Procession and pray at his gate! 
We shall stay true to the word of God 

And true in the spirit's domain.

lest he grow less, 
and linen for his dress, 

press, 
be your gain.
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ON

barley;

Like

!•
Through it I behold the moon and the Pleiades

And Orion beams its light upon it.
1 weary of counting all its holes

Ihich are like the teeth of a saw;

By warp and woof, is great.

And if a fly should fall into them with sureness,

Like a fool, he will certainly regret his folly.

My God, change this into a mantle of praise for me

And improve the patch.

Kahana, Kovetz, p.10 - 11, No.4.

In this delightful verse one finds Abraham Ibn Ezra optimistically

baggage but his thoughts and his tattered coat. It is a brave,

piquancy might not be wholly lost.

a tent I wrap it about me at night when I sleep 

But the lofty stars shine into it.

I have a coat but it is like a sieve 

For sifting wheat or

genial, and charming selection. I have purposely given what I hope 

is a literal translation of the poem so that its original

laughing at fate, gaily wandering along the dusty road with no

And tne e.cein of the thread whicn sews together all its tatters

HIS TATTEH-iD COAT
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ON THE MOSQUITOES

To whom shall I flee for help from my terror,

I cry out for help because of the violence of the mosquitoes,

Who do not permit me to breathe,

With all their might they press upon me like enemies,

They run down my eyes and eyelids,

In my ears they recite their love-songs;

They even drink of my cup of wine as if

I had invited them as friends or relatives.

not satisfied alone with the portion I mete out to them,

Of old wine and the fatness of choice lamb,

They even diminish the food that is before me,

The wine that I drink and the morsel that I eat,

And if I invite a friend to dine,
f1Behold they sit at the head of the company;

I hope for the winter which will destroy them

Kahana, Kovetz, p.21 - No. 1J.

Hiewho Invite themselves to his company.
The poem is stillfor the mill.All was grist

been penned by a modern

realist.

nothing in his experience.
all these centuries and might have

I suppose that I will eat my morsel alone,

But they help themselves as if they were wolves,

fresh afjter

They are

Here is Ibn Ezra in a witty mood, finding an engaging theme in the mosruitoes 

alert and restless mind neglected

With its cold winds, its snows and rainst
Were it not for this, I would be in despair because of them, 

As it is, I praise Him who dwells among the Cherubim.
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mio vy1? y'jina

1" '>3 ipjpn

I't '*?3 nun nj'njni

I'y '*73 miy muni

I'y '>y myx msv/ji nun

I'P 'n« □ ipon 'oi

1 'H 13 1I7K dim nmoi

or; in ' JK ]'H DK

. ryn DW13 D'WH

When Abraham Ibn Ezra reached the city of Moreh, he wrotei

1. Acc. to Kahana, Kovetz, p.lj, note 1, the reference ie to Abel and the

beaet is nothing*.

’Ayin'", Since the town ie Moreh,

the addition of the Hebrew letter would make it Gomorrah, the notorious

The wickedness

To attempt toillustrates Abraham Ibn Ezra's cleverness in poking fun.

in the original.

English is to rob it of the subtlety wnich it possesses 

Nevertheless I attempt it in the following free renditiont

5. Lit. *1 would place at its head an

render it into any

thought is that the men of the place are fools and knaves.

2. Ec. Jtl9 "the superiority of man over

The bottle is empty without wine, 
The cheese is dry witnout nutrition, 
The landlady is blind without eyes, 
Limping and broken she walks to the well, j 
And the men of the place are brothers of Cain 
Their superiority amounts to nothing. 
Indeed, if I did not live there 
I'd call the place Gomorrah.?

city of antiquity, referred to especially in Gen. 18 and 19.

of Sodom and Gomorrah have made these names proverbial. The jingle
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No wine io in the vat,

The cheese is dry and flat,

The landlady's blind as a bat,

Her step is halt and lame,

And the men of the place are like Cain,

They vaunt their merit in vain.

Did I not there remain

I'd call the place

Gomorrah!
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KAB3I JUDAH HALLEVI WHITES TO IBN EZRA

What matter® it thee that thy body's alive?

THE REPLY.

My brother, Judah, return, sleep;

God refuses to let me go to thee.

Yet shall I beget children and taste food

And not taste of the manna thou enjoyest;

Though I am grieved over thy death

Yet this is a grief I cannot take from thee.

Kahana, Kovetz, p.79 - BO.

K 
and thy love,My slumber is sweet to me 

My friend, arouses^i

Judah Hallevi was born in Toledo about 10d5 and disappears from 
history some time after his start to Palestine in 1140 wnen Ibn 
Ezra was in Rome. The poetical conceit represents Hallevi seeking 
to have Ibn Ezra join him in the world beyond death. But our 
poet loves life and in true realistic fashion prefers tne morsels 
along the open road to the choicest manna of Heaven.

me to see thy face.

The Heavenly Choir have chosen tliy song,

Behold they have sent me to call thee along (. lit. thy name ).

Come, prithee, we will sing and in the duet 

We will rest.
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8.

A NUPTIAL SONG

At the nuptials of the son of the true branch?

For as is the root so will be the fruit,

Much honor will be born without beginning and end,

For he is balsam for the wounds of Time.

Can one estimate the praise of this eon,

High and exalted, Lion eon of a Lion!

9,

TO A BRIDEGROOM Fort 1113 WEDDING DAX

Lo Earth itself renews her face

With joyous garments her attire

This nuptial day to mark and grace

On which the scion, destined to rule

Rejoices in the daughter of his desire.

Consecrated from infancy,

And were she to seek for another than he

Earth in a trembling rage would be.

Shaar na-Shir, p.157,124.

she*.

Flow to the river of counsel, all preciousness,

To the camp of the princes, and what shall you mention

126. Brody and Albrect - 
>v. 19:14; Gen. 23:0

8. Kahana, Kovetz, p,12u
9. Kanana, Kovetz, p.126,

1. See Prov. Lx._ 
2. Lit. "To him alone becomes such as

She found what she wanted for blissful life

For only to him was she fated to be

Since God decrees for man hie wife
1 

ne brought what he asked and she —
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Father of tne Son, come to lament for God has removed from thee

Thy son, thine only eon, whom tnou lovest, — Isaac:

I am the man that hath seen misfortune and joy exiled,

For I fancied that in my old age he would be my comfort ( lit. "for relief

Yet this is what has happened ).

if

It has taken the joy

with all hieOod, in whose hand is all and who performs his pleasure

feared Thy Name from his

youth,

it goes on to do evil to me ....

It has desolated me with an everlasting desolation,

1 weep bitterly at all times, I lift up doleful lamentations 

When I remember three years ago his death in a strange land

and deliverance")

lea! in vain I labored, I begat in vanity, —

How can my heart rejoice.... "And Isaac perished and died."

His departure from place to place, — my soul disquieted over him

Until I would bring him back to my home, weeping day and night,

How many misfortunes befell me, ... " And these are the generations of Isaac."

of my eyes,

heart were consumed when an end was made of Isaac.

son ( of the fruit of my body )

My flesh and my

Alasi I am deprived of my

TwA comes not up in my mind.

tv

creatures,

Speak to the heart of the grieving father who

My friend, leave me alone.

The sickness of my

My only spark which remained ( his

if you try to comfort me, you but stir me up, 

soul do not recall and mention not his name, 

son ) Time has extinguished and
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t nem,

the path of hie sires ( remain true to Judaism
;»nile still a boy, thou hast appointed him for thy servant Isaac. ( While

still a boy, he brought him up piously).

Notes to "Lamentation for the'deatn'" of his eon Isaac.

'This trick of < 
in other poetic litei

ihes endii 
quote wh« 
"On

The poer 
apostacj 
a rhyme 
nature of a j 
In this conni 
remarks in his

wcriu over uo isxam. rage i-JJ, no. 01 T,J 
note on Isaac Ibn Ezra's poem to R. Samuel, 
which Isaac denies the chai 
seems to believe the accuse 
his son, 
partakes 
£lory ( 
from hi

May the spirit of consolation etir him, May God1 a spirit pass between

Show Thy Fear to his son ( Isaac left an only eon ) that he may walk in

Kanana, p. JJ, No.16. 
by n. Brody and K. Albrecht, 
We cannot go 
real death is referred to in this poer 
Of Isaac. I am in no position to judge 
following Dr. Jacob Mann, who follows Ke 
went over to Islam. Page 109, N 

■a‘n

Also found with some notes in the "Sha'ar Ha-Shir", ed. 
irecht, p. 1J7, No. 125. Also E. 205; Hl

> into the evidence on both sides of the cuestion of whether a 
.s referred to in this poem or whether it refers to the apostacy 
I am in no position to judge the merits of this question but 

follows Kauflnann, I believe that Isaac actually 
, No. 143 of the Sha'ar Ha-Shir contains a

.  - . . One Mys. contains a poem in
irge that has been levelled at him. Harizi however 
ration. See page 1/0 of Sna'ar na-Shir. "And Isaac, 

he too drew from the fountain of song and the song of the son 
of the splendor of the father. But when ne came to Bagdad, the 

■d did not shine upon him ( cf. Is. 60:1 ) and he removed 
precious garments of the faith and he took off his garments 
>lf in other vestments. ( Became a Meshunmiad about 1145 ). " 

loosed death or 
>oet had to find 
jd also is in the 

. cuotations. 

.11 brilliantly
- Selected

of the Lore 
limself the 

and clothed himse;
'em by Abraham was written three years after the supp< 
icy . Not death but apostacy says Kaufman but the po< 
le for "Yitliak”. The poem forms the name "Abram" and 

poetic mosaic, the strophes ending with Biblical 
lection, I would like to quote what Israel Zangwill 

Introduction, p. Ill "On Translating Gabirol" - 
Religious Poems of Solomon Ibn Gabirol, J.P.S. p. 192} -

"Thia trick of quotation, which is almost, though not quite, unknown 
irature — even Wordsworth uses it — may puzzle a hearer 

unfamiliar with neo-Hebrew poetry. It is not like our own decaying practice 
of classical or of Shakespearean quotation, a mere illumination of the 
argument, nor is it that rich literary allusiveness of a Ilazlitt or a Lamb: 
it rests upon the Bible almost as on a foundation, to the cramping and even 
the distorting of the poet's own vision. To the mediaeval Jew the 
quotation ... seemed only an additional beauty. The Bible, regarded as a 
uniform whole, everywhere inspired and Inspiring, about which you could 
move per saltum, skipping from Genesis to Micah, of from Job to Chronicles, 
was "familiar in our mouths as household words." And this familiarity bred 
not contempt but enhanced delight."

Zangwill here refers to Gabirol but the modern render of Abraham Ibn Ezra 
is apt to feel that somehow the intrusion of these cuotations is nothing but 
a cheap literary trick and cannot have been the product of true, genuine 
feeling. The modern mind recoils from these artifices ( as they seem ) of 
acrostics and quotations. And yet, upon more careful study, and remembering 
the poetic traditions which Ibn Ezra had inherited, it seems fair to say 
that this poem reflects a true sorrow and rises to touching poetic heights. 
Here the twinkle in tne eye is gone for a moment and we feel hie sense of 
disappointment and grief but likewise an unswerving trust in God.
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EPIGRAMS

11.

Of the vicissitudes of time that the day brings forth

be not dismayed,

For the changes of time are unceasing,

favorable,
Do not be confounded if they are unfavorable,

12.

rejoice tciay in the ccmpany of a friend,

Tomorrow at his departure his goodness shall come to an end,

longer be here )

Who can bind the day that it should not flee,

It may not come.Or who lie in wait for another!

15.

Arise, Oh sluggard, how long will you sleep!

Behold the ant gathering grain for herself..

I have not seen a cat asleep

When it wanted to catch a mouse. ( Lit. That it should get

14.

who reads in books

For with both good things and evil 
As they come so do they go.

Do not rejoice about them if they are

An empty ( headed ) man

( Since he will no

mouse into its mouth.)
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Or like a mute without a mouth and without words...I
Can the palate taste without spices and salt?

15.

Hark! The money-bag calls out aloud so that

Than to be born from a good family. ( The miser does them no good.)

16.

He who adds to his sin iniquity

Daily, that man will not escapet

Indeed the vessel goes to the well ( for water )

Until it is broken.

a'jD' pyon tdh T'onnn

17.

To apeak before the employer?

may be correct )

18.

Let not a man be recognized by the brightness of hia garments,

Look to his deeds and to his achievements, —

wolf, though disguised, lie still remains a wolf ).

His relatives should not approach himj
It is better to be born in a propitious hour

Does it avail the poor man

It is well known tliat he ( the poor man

( Once a

) ia right ( the poor man

Is like a ship in a sea without mast or mariner,

For a wolf though adorned in crimson and scarlet,

Will continue the portion of his habits and the custom of his sires.
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But it consumes the heart of their beholders,

We are slain by the fire of the sparks of beauty ...

Page Mishael and Elzaphan!

20.

Upon thy neck and the hair of thy head,

One should praise God:

"Who formed light and created darkness."

When I behold thy neck and hair,
( A contrast white and black

Then would I turn to God and bless

"Who formeth light, createth darkness".

21.

On the day that daughter-in-law and mothers-in-law quarrel

together,

Then terror dwells in the tent of a man,

But a woman of grace, does she not turn her right eye to her

husband,
While she shows her neck to her mother-in-law!

so fair )

Beware! For when the daughters of Zion look at you, ( >*)
The fire of the burning bush consumes with the light of their faces.

It is a fire that does not consume those about it

( See Lev. 10:4 - nAnd Moses called Mishael and Elzaphan, the 
eons of Uzziel the uncle of Aaron, and said unto them:
'Draw near, carry your brethren from before the sanctuary 
out of the camp.' Ref. to the fire that devoured Nadab and 
Abihu.)

A brilliant epigram. Ibn Ezra knew how to compliment a lady.
This one was evidently beautiful, with white neck and black hair.
This epigram is exceedingly Ingenious. I have put it freely thus:
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22.

An old man, bent down, with cane in hand

Goes along the street.

I will give you it for nothing.

2^.

Since after death You will revive ua again

Why during our lives do you wish to kill usT

Were it not that we feared the sin of our tongues,

We would say these two actions are a trouble in our eyes.

Epigrams 11-2^ — See Kahana, Kovetz, pp.82-86.

24.

Were my tears to flow in proportion to my calamities,

The foot of man could not tread on dry land,

Yea not in the days of Noah alone was a covenant made,

For even through my tears appears the rainbow.

Then were for man no path that still were dry;

But know, that e'en for me,
rainbow in the sky!*

:lng 
■itten

A boy asks him, "What is this?" ( the cane ) 
"If you will sell me your bow, I will buy it."

Kahana, 
similarity to one quot 
by Al-tfarizi. See J.E. 
translation that follows.

With all thia deluge stood a

as erst for Lameck'a son,

Kovetz, p.^4, No.19. This epigram bears a strikli 
•ity to one quoted by F. de Sola Mendes as being wrb

- • - - - vol, p.590. He gives this free
I have placed the text on p.llO-No.24.

He answered , ( the old man ) * If you will live ( long enough )

"If heaven's clouds should weep as my poor eyes have done,
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25.

BLESS GOD LORD OF THE WORLD

And if thou art exceedingly

Thou hast revealed deep thinga to me and hast not returned thy servant

And I will not be silent for I have comprehended them,

When my heart dreamed a dream;

Perform miracles for one imprisoned,

Show him the porch of the Holy of Holies,

And I will come into the house of Thy prayer

In the council of my people and their assembly,

There will I bow down and open my hands

For I will come with a mind at peace.

For text, omitted here, see Kahana, Kovetz, p.19, No.12.

1. See Deut. Jl:22, Kahana, p.20, note.

I have beheld Thee in Thy law as ai

For this do 1 praise Thy wonders

Bless God, Lord of the World, by the mouth of all creation, 
vUmmC

exalted by song and praises,

1 have called Thee to reveal a secret which is not hidden from Thee,

Upon which I have been beating, J

And I will sanctify Thee and regard Thee with awe,

confouT mu W
’ a loan a»aa, for it is a ladder of wisdom,

Nor will I gorget Thy word unto me
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26.

DIRGE UPON THE DESThUCTION OF THE JEWISH CONGREGATIONS IN SPAIN

Alas!

My eyes, my eyes shed tears.

Her day has come; her people has fled; Yea she ie become as a widow

Without Torah, without Mikrah and the Mishnah ie hidden

And the Talmud ia now sterile for all its splendor la gone;

For thia do I weep, striking my hands and on my tongue a constant dirge.

I tear my hair and cry bitterly over the exile of Seville,

ni I

men.

And Majorca (

Upon the noblemen, they are elain, and their sons are in captivity,

Upon the daughters, delicate maidens, given over to a strange religion ( Islam)

That I might weep day and night

For the slain of the daughter of my people!

I shall not cease saying; " Oh that my head were waters... ( Jer. rest of 

the verse 8:2J ..."and mine eyes a fountain of tears.")

And there are slaughterers and fugitives here and there;
The place of prayer and praise ie converted into a house of unseemliness, 

( The synagogues are turned into mosques )

an Island in the Mediterranean ) and the City of Malaga,

There were eages and mighty men. They died from hunger and thirst, 

And there is no Jew, not a single one, in Jaen or Almeria ( These places 

are in the south of Spain)

Evil from Heaven has descended upon Spain ( Ml.1:12 )
( And much mourning upon the West. Through this (calamity ) they became 

enfeebled) ( This line not in B •<> A.)

/ZC J/^)
I weep as a hyena over the city of Lucena ( 2nd half of 9 th cent. I. Alfassi)

I Where guiltless, alone, there a (community of ) the Diaspora used to dwell 

Without change for a thousand and seventy years ( 1070 )lit j

Q.
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living Jews are left,

And the Jews, the refugees, have b-*n smitten with festering wounds,

For this will I mourn, I do learn to speak in bitter elegy,

I shall yet moan a great lamentation,

And my groaning cries in my grief flow forth like water.

Woe! I cry as a woman in travail over the community of Sejelmessa

( nrK o'? jo

And the precious ones, ritfdled, the eye of the enemy did not spare,

Alas1. Nothing is left of all the congregation of Fez on the day that it

was given over to spoliation,

Where is the strength of the congregation of Tlemsen, its adornment is

vanished away,

On the Sabbath day, ( males and females ) sons and daughters spilt their

blood like water.

What shall I answer for because of my sin ( Israel's ) this lias come to be

( He ascribes these sins to himself and people )

And from Ood, the Rock of My strength, evil is consumed upon me,

My heart burns within me for my soul ( The Jewish Nation ) which hath

done perversely,

It the haven of her desire, she is exiled to an unclean land,

troubles,

But despite the pain in her heart, she hopes for the loving-kindness of her

Tnere no

I cry with violent weeping over Sabtah and Michnosah ( Tlemsen )

And I tear my garment over Dara^ ( In North Africa ) which was formeily 

captured,

- An Arabic City in North Africa )
A city of Geonim and persons of understanding whose llghtl^covered/dartaneesy 
The pillar of the Talmud has been bent and the structure thrown down, 
And the Mishnah has become a hissing by-word, trampled under foot,

And from her j^and,

She is abashed and she is dumbfounded; she is too weary to relate her

Unto whom shall I hope, and what shall I say for all this my hand hath done,
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nock ( God )

take refuge in the shadow of Hla wings,

In the prison-house ( Exile ) at all times, when she remembers His name,

she revives

long aa she is in the power of the

hand-maid who shoots straignt with her bow

Until God looks down from Heaven.

Israel, the

liagar, Mother of Ishmael - both mean Arabians — Gen.21:20 and Lam.Jj5O)

The above elegy is a lamentation for the fall of Spanish and North African

tariane ) after 1143.

Ibn Turuert died

His successor from 1140 - 1147 conquered all of Morocco.in 1150. He

then went over to Spain in 1147 and overran Southern Spain. Cordova was

captured in 1148. It was then that Mairaonides had to leave with ids father.

It has one stropheThe poem technically is
They endThe first two and the last two have rliyme.and four hemistichs.

Otherwise, each strophe has its own rhyme.in Biblical verses.

For text omitted here, see Kahana, Kovetz, p.140 and Brody and Albrecht,

Sha'ar Ha-Shir, p.158, No,126.

But her weeping is on her cheek as

Congregations. It is based on an event connected with the Almohads ( Uni- 
Muharaej, Ibn Tumert declared the Unity of God.

The idea was not to permit other religions to function.

an acrostic of Abraham.

( The meaning here is clear but the language difficult.

Jewish nation, is in prison. Her weeping is on her cheek as long as the
Nation is in the hand of the handmaid ( Mohammedans, Ishmael - U.e maid is

So that ( God)s)inuld command deliverance from servitude tnat sue may
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27.

"DISPUTE BETWEEN SU1S4ER AND WINTER*

One God, how numerous are Thy witnesses

They testify that there is none beside Thee

Thou hast created

But thou liast not made known to him Thy secret;

Of Tiiy majesty all is replete Day by day thou doest miracles
We behold miracles in everything "Even the one as well as the other"

Tiie ways of God are set up in Justice

But the ways of man are considered as vanity

The ways of God go round in a circle

( There is uniformity in God's ways)

first so at last they turn, rcu.-.dAs

We have heard that they contend among themselves

Gold and Heat, they draw near to a law suit

They tell all their affairsThey draw near for argument

And they are both right.The matter of justice he decided

Summer opens his mouth and says
Winter gets its name from shame ( A pun on the Hebrew - see text)

The head is bald by the fearful ice

It tears down the walls of houses furnished with timber -

( A fine, playful alliteration in the Hebrew -

man for Tiiy glory

see text )

i &

Yet he lias learned from the works of Tiiy liands 

For the generations of the earth are Thy work, 

Yea! Thou liast placed in the sky Thy majesty
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The liand that toile for food ie hidden

( One is afraid to go out in Winter )

But then you see men Encamped about fires

By fires they warm themselves Were it not for this they would perish.

Winter now reproaches Summert

When Winter heard this he opened hie mouthj

The soul of all living is cut off in Summer,

There is fear of thy heat when one ventures outside

But in the inside coldness is found ( in the sense of feverish

coldness - One gets a fever from the heat )

The heart of those who understand do not care for thy days

They cannot eat sweet things, even half of them,-

They are terrified if the sun comes forth

If the Sun comes forth they are terrified They run to shady places

To my cold waters.Strong people run

Summer rejoins«

Hypocrite, why will you multiply words with me

It is I who prepare foods

Go and ask the ants and ewe-lambs

Mine the rose,

Ao The time when the bride ftdorno herself with jewels ( Is.61tlO)

But your days are as mourning

Mine the flowers, the fruit, the leaves,
the henna, the aloes, ( Ct.lil4j BDB.4?? and 14)



121

The lands are likened To complete desolation

As complete as an old Poor widow.

’That aayest thou Summer before men

Thou dost make them eat the roots of fruits

Thou engenderest in them all severe sicknesses,

Young men and old groan from them

Pleasant eatables are deceptive

Deadly flies and even fleas,

And fathers are separated from their children

They are separated to places Some of them to wars

There are wars in thy time ( with thee) But in my days they are at peace.

The poet himself now speaks and gives his judgment:

I will declare the strength at the end of the matter, of Him

Who is the Healer of broken hearts, He who gives

Much endurance to those weary of strength,

Lest the soul of man shall perish and in a moment cease,

The good and evil that are to come He foresee

And in its season He does everything well,

For lovingkindness is with HimLet the mouth praise His Name

I will rejoice at all times.With Him will I be perfect

U3

Winter answers:

For text see Brody and Albrecht, p.l^O, No.127j Kahana, p.109.
The poem forms the acrostic Abraham. Each strophe lias rhyme of its own.
One strophe of four hemistichs of separate rhyme. It is a kind of chain.
The last four lines of each strophe read almost like a child(s ditty.

He has given me a mouth to say all these things



Notes on Chapter IV

2.

h.
pp. 

r of

r Reading 
La Univei

igs in English Literature, Ed. by Prof. J.W. Cunliffe of 
srsity, The Century Co., 1923- Notes p. CLI.

Century 
Columbia

• 556- By Mrs. Sutherland 
roted himself for a short 
Spanish dramatists yielded 
Ln his power of reading 
It is interesting to 

in the De Vere Gardens, he had 
?rom Venice. Vol. II, p. 580.

Frederick James Furnivall 1825-1910, English philogolist and editor.
J.E. Vol. Ill, p. 399, art. By Joseph Jacobs, see Jewish Ideals, 
pp. 81i-95 •

"Brownings* Ancestors" - Dr. Furnivall - privately printed --See Life 
of Browning - William Sharp - 1897, pp. 9 and 16.
What Stopford A. Brooke - The Poetry of Robert Brown: 
Thomas Y. Crowell - 1902 —- says is strikings ... "I do not know
whether Browning had any Jewish blood in his body by descent, but 
he certainly had Jewish elements in his intellect, spirit, and character. 
His sense of an ever-victorious Righteousness at the 
universe, whom one might always 
Brooke speaks of his intellects 
color, his love of music and then says..1 
in Browning, in all its many forms, 
to write so much about the Jews in his poetry, 
he most fully enshrines his view of human life, 
thought of God and as it ought to be conceived by us, 
mouth of Jews, or Rabbi Ben Ezra and Jochanan Hakkadot 
lay deep in Browning."

Robert Browning, Life and Letters, Vol. II, p. 
Orr - "In the course of his last decade he devc 
time to the study of Spanish and Hebrew, The Si 
him a fund of new enjoyment; and he delighted ir 
Hebrew in its most difficult printed forms." 
note that among the pieces in his study ii 
a silver Jewish "Sabbath Lamp" brought frc

G.K. Chesterton- The Macmillan Co., 1903 - Robert Browning - p. 4 
"Life and Letters of Robert Browning" - Iflrs. Sutherland Orr - Vol I, 
1891, pp. 1-2 - "A belief was current in Mr. Browning's lifetime 
that he had Jewish blood in his veins. It received outward support 
from certain accidents of his life, from his known interest in the 
Hebrew language and literature, from his friendship for various members 
of the Jewish community in London. It might well have yielded to the 
fact of his never claiming the kinship, which could not have existed 
without his knowledge, and which, if he had known it, he would, by 
reason of these very sympathies, have been the last person to disavow. 
The results of more recent and more systematic inquiry have shown the 
belief to be unfounded." Mrs.Orr then sets forth the poet's genealogy 
and in a footnote confesses her indebtedness "to some notes made for 
the Browning Society by Dr. Furnivall." These notes I have not been 
able to locate.

ling - pp. 33-3h-
>"I c’---- ’

>ody by descentj 
spirit, a. 
i center of the 

j trust and be untroubled, was Jewish." 
lal subtlety, his pleasure in intense 

>" It was this Jewish element 
which caused him to feel with and

The two poems in which 
as it may be in the 

, are both in the 
>sh."..."The Jew
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8.

9.

ID.

Moody and Lovett - A History of English Literature, p. 366.11.
Browning’s Complete Poems, Students’ Cambridge Edition, p. 100712.

Eger’s Diwan, N. $5, p. 1513.

Eger's Diwan, p. 20, N. 64.14.
By-Paths in Hebraic Bookland - p. 269-271 -15.

O.S. Vol. II, 1890, p. 256.16. J.Q.R.
By-Paths in Hebraic Bookland, p.27O.17.

;eous
i New.

"Browning's "Ben Karshook".

i poem of Ibn Ezra *s- 
;t mein Geschick".
comment on Job 35?11: 

senior to the beast and the 
which is similar to Ibn

J.Q.R. O.S. Vol. II, 1890, p. 2$1* - "Browning's Theology'^ — See 
same in Jewish Ideals - Joseph Jacobs - 1896, p. 92. 4
Moody and Lovett — A History of English Literature, Scribners, 1918, 
p. 363.
The thoughts in the first stanza are paralied by a 
quoted by Dr. Michael Sachs: "In deiner Hand liegl 
Stanzas 2 and 3 have their parallel in Ibn Ezra's c 
"Man has the sole privilege of becoming sup< 
fowl." Stanza 8 has a line about the soul 1
Ezra's comment on Psalm 22:22 - "The soul of man is called lonely 
because it is separated during its union with the body from the 
universal soul."

Essay by Horace E. Scudder in Student's Cambridge Edition "The 
Complete Poetic and Dramatic Works of Robert Browning - Houghton 
Mifflin Company, p. XIV.

Rabbi Ben Ezra - By Robert Browning - with supplementary illustrative 
quotations and an introduction by William Adams Sxade - Thomas I. 
Crowell and Co*, N.Y. MDCCCCII. See also - Handbook to Robert 
Browning's Works - Mrs. Sutherland Orr - 6th Ed. revised - London - 
1892 - p. 203 - "Rabbi Ben Ezra" is the expression of a religious 
philosophy which, being, from another point of view, Mr. Browning's 
own, has much in common with that whicn he has imputed to St. John; 
and, as "A Death in the Desert" only gave the words which the 
Evangelist might have spoken, so is "Rabbi Ben Ezra" only the 
possible utterance of that pious and learned Jew."..."the religious 
imagination in "Rabbi Ben Ezra" is strongly touched with the gorge 
and solemn realism which distinguishes the Old Testament from the 
The most striking feature of Rabbi Ben Ezra's philosophy is his 
estimate of age. According to him the soul is eternal, but it 
completes the first stage of its experience in the early life; 
and the climax of the earthly life is attained, not in the middle 
of it, but at its close. Age is therefore a period, not only of 
rest, but of fruition."
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Every student of English Literature is familiar with Robert Browning ’s

Thus in a reliable anthology of English Literature,
Abraham Ibn Ezra *s life is shortly outlined and an attempt is made to

To bring together some of these conclusions and to set forth the
message of the great English poem is the purpose of this short paper.

Robert Browning was born in the parish of St. Giles, Camberwell,
London, May 7, 1812. He died at the ripe age of seventy-seven at his
son’s home in Venice, December 12, 188?. His appearance was somewhat

and he was certainly sympathetic with Jews as is amply
demonstrated not only by his poetry but also by two noteworthy acts:
in 1881 he signed the memorial to the Lord Mayor to summon a meeting
to protest against Russia ’s persecution of the Jews and in 1887 he
joined the Council of the Anglo-Jewish Exhibition.

As one of hisbelieved that Browning was of Jewish descent.was
biographers points out, "the chief reason assigned by his contemporaries

It is well known that the

vast and miscellaneous knowledge of languages and literatures.

Until Dr. Furnivall proved the contrary, for a long time it 
1»

prove that his writings contain some of the views expressed by Browning’s 
sage.2

for the belief was the fact that he was, without a doubt, especially and 
profoundly interested in Jewish matters."'’ 
boy Browning, despite an indifferent schooling, managed to acquire a

He

it has been commonly accepted by critics that Abraham Ibn Ezra formed the 
model for this poem.^

Jewish, if that means anythingj he seems to have had some knowledge of 
u u 3 Hebrew,

RABBI BEN EZRA

noble poem "Rabbi Ben Ezra", first published in 186U. Since Dr. Furnivall,



could put his finger on almost anything and a retentive memory helped

Two immediate questions concern us here: What did browning
know of Abraham Ibn Ezra, if anything? Is "Ratbi Ben Ezra" to be
identified with Abraham Ibn Ezra?

With reference to the first question, it may be conjectured that
the name of the distinguished Rabbi -as at least familiar to him.
Joseph Jacobs maintains that "it cannot have been by accident that
he (Browning) chose to give two of the most important summaries of

"Rabbi Ben Ezra" is by many considered Browning's
most striking poem, and certainly it yields to none of his in dignity
and lucidity. It is of peculiar interest to English Jews as the
eponymous hero is Abraham Ibn Ezra, who was himself in England, "the
island of the corner of the earth" (a pun on Angleterre) as he calls
it, in the spring and summer of 1158. It is scarcely likely that
Browning knew more of him than that he was a distinguished Rabbi

Certainly the poem has none of those satiricof the Middle Ages.
touches with which Abraham Ibn Ezra's name is associated in tiie

Nothing can be more dig­mind of the student of Jewish literature.
nified and stoical than the soliloquy of the old Rabbi reviewing
life, and seeing that it is very good both in youth, with its 
pleasure, and in age, with its experience. The image of the Potter

him to recall much of the information which he picked up at the
British Museum through which he roamed

his Weltweisheit by means of Jewish speakers, Ra^bi Ben Ezra and 
Jochanan Hakkadosh.?



and the wheel, hackneyed as it has been by the homilists, has never

been more finely utilized than in the concluding lines of the poem.

The fact seems to be that Browning could read his Hebrew Bible, and

foible of his to give an impression of recondite learning, But
it is not in the minutiae of Hebrew scnolarship that we are to look

for Browning’s sympathy with the Jewisn spirit. This comes out in the

lines I have been quoting and in his poems of toleration. That this

sympathy was not due to any agreement with the characteristic features

of Jewish faith is, I think, undoubted. All the more honor to the

poet who could rise above differences of creed and pierce to the

human nature which is common to Christian and Jew because it is the

gift of a Common Father."

Aside from the conjectural nature of these remarks, it is of

If•ourse untrue that Abraham Ibn Ezra was merely a satirist.

anything, the internal evidence of "Rabbi Ben Ezra" would seem to

indicate that Browning knew much more of Ibn Ezra's pliilosophy than

has come to the surface through the speculations of his critics.

with the satiric comments of Ibn Ezra have presented the thesis that

Ke know that Browning didThat may well be.

"The robustness of Browning’s nature, itsnot lack reliance in God.

Whereas in other characters, "we seem to hear the ring of Browning’s 
own voice"8 in "Rabbi Ben Ezra" we hear also the voice of the Medieval 

Jewish sage.? Some critics who have apparently been only familiar

Browning expresses his own philosophy of faith through the lips of 

"Rabbi Ben Ezra'.^

that was about the extent of his Hebrew learning, though it was a



courage, its abounding Joy and faith in life, make his works a permanent
storehouse of spiritual energy for the race, a storehouse to which for a
long tine to come it will in certain moods always return. In an age
distracted by doubt and divided in will, his strong, unfaltering voice

We have also direct testimony of tn is faith based on the famous

'•One who never turned his back but marched breast forward.
Never doubted clouds would break,

Never dreamed, though right were worsted, wrong would triumph,
Held we fall to rise, are baffled to fight better,sleep to wake."

The Pall Mall Gazette of February 1, lb90 related this incident:
One evening, just before his death-illness, the poet was rea ing this

•It almostfrom a proof to his daughter-in-law and sister. He saidt

But if Browning had a strong robust faith, so had Abraham Ibn Ezra.

In Him I trust, when fears my being thrill,
Come life, come death, according to His word,

He is my portion still.

Sweet is ev'n sorrow coming in His name,
Nor will I seek its purpose to explore.

Again and again in his poetry and in his prose we meet with the 
thought so beautifully expressed in one poem in particular* 

"I hope for the salvation of the Lord,

looks like bragging to say this, and as if I ought to cancel it; but 
it’s the si pie truth; and as it's true, it shall stand.

has been lifted above the perplexities and hesitations of men like a 
bugle-call to joyous battle in which the victory is to the brave.

third verse of his "Epilogue to Asolando":



His praise will I continually proclaim.
And bless Him evermore."

In another well-known hymn he sings:
"I thirst for God, to Him my soul aspires
The living God it is my heart desires.

ending magnificently with
"lea, though my dwelling be
In darkest night, God is a light to mo."

All that we wish to maintain here is that "Rabbi Ben Ezra" not
only reflects the sturdy optimism of Browning; in a remarkable
way it sets forth the Jewish attitude of faith and reliance in God
and life, - a philosophy in which Abraham Ibn Ezra heartily shared.
Summing up the evidence on our first question, we may say that the
fact that Browning knew something of Abraham Ibn Ezra, while in­
direct, seems fairly certain. Israel Abrahams is ri^ht in

More
than this is questionable. Certainly Browning had never read any
of Abraham Ibn Ezra's writings in the original and probably picked
up his information either from learned Jews or from casual scconuary

Joseph Jacobs tells the following revealing incidentsources.

"As some indication of the slightness of ais acquaintance with
Hebrew idiom, I may mention that he was going to call his Jochanan

Thxs thougnt we find once more in another hymn which ends 
nlh.• "In darkness,God is a light to me.1

which would confirm the theory that Browning's Knowledge of Hebrew 
was not sufficient to enable hita to read Medieval Hebrew sources

saying
that "it is probable that the poet had him vaguely in mind."



"Hakkadosh Jochanan" ( -John Saint). Through a common friend I

pointed out the error to the poet, and the adjective was put in

its proper position." Israel Abrahams also tells us that while he

The Rev.
i-lichael Adler cleverly detected that he owed some of the astonishing

Hebrew words in his Jocoseria to a little read edition of the

Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela. Vei

Admitting then that Browning had some general knowledge of

the medieval sage and poet, Abraham Ibu Ezra, are we to identify

"Rabbi Ben Ezra" with Abraham Ibn Ezra? This question has usually

On the basis of the English poem,been answered in the affirmative.

critics have endeavored to establish a definite relationship between

the writings of Ibn Ezra and the thoughts expressed by Browning in

That there should be agreements is not surprising, be-the poem.

ledge in his capacious head and probably remembered some ideas of the

In the firstBut two facts should be remembered.medieval Rabbi.

place, Browning calls his Rabbi merely "Ratbi Ben Ezra" and Abraham

In the second place,Ibn Ezra is almost never spoken of that way.

and of greater importance, we meet with another "Ratbi Ben Ezra"

in Browning's "Holy-Cross Day." This second "Rabbi Ben Ezra" sings

siliant optimism of "Rabbi Ben Ezra" of our poem.

;ry bad Hebrew it is, but its 
18

author was not Browning but Baratier.

cause as we have seen, Browning had a vast collection of stray know-

"had dipped into curious, out of the way books on Jewish lore," he 
17 

was not as much a Hebrew scholar as some would claim.

a "Socg of Death" which is of a very different tone fro > the re-
Is it possible,



This too is the thought of

one of his biographers*

” .hen he <Browning) wishes to express the largest and sublimest
scheme of morals and religion which his imagination can conceive, he

does not put it into the mouth of any of the great spiritual leaders

Is it perhaps safest then to believe that Browning merely took a
"Rabbi Ben Ezra" and having vaguely in mind the medieval vagabond,
he tried to place in his lips a philosophy of high faith which he knew
to be true not only of the Rabbi but as well of the Jewish spirit?
Happily too, this exalted idealism he himself shared. This is the
thought of another writer who maintains that Robert Browning’s treat-

I do not
know of anything which expr.sees so intensely and with such concen­

trated language the semi-tragic-comedy enacted at Rome every year on

The scorn, theHoly Cross Day, as does the poem bearing this name.
contempt, the bitterness, and the mockery of the Jews, driven like
sheep and compelled to listen to the annual sermon preached with the
view of converting them, is portrayed with a rare and wonderful power.
The conclusion, too, with its reconciliation over the bond of suffering 
could never have been conceived by any one with meir^ly a passive interest

as Abranams believes, that Browning did not wish his readers to have 
19 any particular Medieval Rabbi in mind?

ment of the Jew was not only true and broad-mindedj it was "based on 
21 

a sympathetic and intellectual study of the Jewish race.

of mankind, but into the mouth of an obscure Jewish Rabbi of the name 
20

of Ben Ezra."
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in Judaism. To RftBBI BE;; EZRA as a subjective poem, one would naturally
turn for the purpose of discovering in what measure Browning appreciated
the inner workings of the Jewish spirit. The coloring nere does not
depend on past persecutions or on the contrast between Jew and Gentile.
The persistence and frequency with wr.ich these latter have been exempli­
fied in real life has somehow led to their undue adoption as the material
of poetry and fiction. But, after all, the portrayal or suggestion of
oppression only shows one phase of existence, and that not the most

simply or chiefly to know the feelings of down-trodden human beings,
although our sympathies are widened by such knowledge; it is rather to

And so
it is not the outer or chance characteristic appertaining to Jews which

gives an insight to their moral and religious nature; this insight can

only be obtained through what is permanent and therefore spiritual.

Rabbi Ben Ezra may in a manner be called a poetical portrait of

that dominant Jewish habit of viewing things wiiich is neither ascetic

nor epicurean, but which accepts both pleasure and pain as having

That effort, after, and consequent sensedistinct but rightful uses.

of progress towards perfection, of w ich Browning is ever fond of dis­

coursing, has much in common with the unconquerable optimism that lies

at the root of the Messianic idea in its widest range:

,see all nor be afraid..."Grow old along with me.
There are other pieces llke piiipp0 Baldinucci on the Privilege of Burial,

penetrate to the inner motives of man when he is completely man.

important, being in essence transitory. Our lasting desire is not



Jochanan Hakkadosh, Ben Karshook’s Wiscom, etc., which give abundant

evidence of Browning’s wide knowledge of, and sympathetic insight into

Jewish character."

Turning finally to "iiabbi Ben LzraJ we see that it pictures an old
medieval sage looking back upon a long vijta of life:

"Grow old along with me J
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Our times are in His hand
V.'ho saith, 'A whole I planned,
Youth shows but halfj trust God: see all, nor be afraid J 1

The poet then t-.rns to youth and finds that its hopes and fears
And yet, "he has found thehave speedily annulled its brief years.

fixed points over which age and death have no power, in God and the

Life does not meanThe spiritual conflict is appropriate to youth.
The

Powerfully Browning rejectsbody must project th< soul., on its lone way.
the Omar Khayyam philosophy, asserting that we should welcome the struggle
inherent in life, believing that it proceeds from lower to higher forms,
and making man, ultimately, despite his corporeal nature, one with God:

"What I aspired to be,
And was not, comforts me:

22 
human soul, which, emanating from Him, must become one with Him again."

mere feasting and joy, which when ended, brings an end to man.

A brute I might have been, but wouio nut sink i'the scale.
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Man ought to thank God for the gift of manhood, for the ability to
learn. Nor is that inheritance merely of earthly wisdom. It is also
a moral one of right and good. God’s plan is perfect sings the poet:

"Perfect I call thy plan:
Thanks that I was a man!
Maker, remake, complete, — I trust what thou shalt do! ’

Both body and soul are good, says Browning, rejecting the ascetic
notion of the evil inherent in the flesh:

"As the bird wings and sings,
Let us cry, ’All good things
Are ours, nor soul helps flesh more, now, than flesh helps soul! ’

Man’s affinity with God, even though it be but in the germ, is
still the redeeming truth of life’s struggles and vicissitudes:

"Therefore I summon age
To grant youth’s heritage,
Life’s struggle having so far reached its terra:
Then shall I pass, aj'proved
A man, for aye removed
From the developed brute; a God though in trie germ.
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And I shall thereupon
Take rest, ere I be gone
Once more on my adventure brave and new:
Fearless and unperplexed,
When I wage battle next,
What weapons to select, what armor to indue."

The poet now reviews age and finds that far from filling him with
terror, it enables him to hope further:

...."Thou waitedst age: wait death nor be afraidl "

Browning goes further. Man's success or failure must be sought

in the unseen order. With undaunted conviction, Browning asserts the
essential worth of every man in the sight of God, no matter how little
the world of affairs might understand or value him:

"All I could never be,
All, men ignored in me,
This, I was worth to God, whose wheel the pitcher shaped."

Once more, Browning or Rabbi Ben Ezra, denies the pagan thought of
Nothing dies or changes"Carpe diem", denies that "all is change."

God and man's soul are invincible before Time,which has truly been.
spinning like the potter's wheel, rotting on the highway:

All that is, at all"FoolJ
Lasts ever, past recall;
Earth changes, but thy soul and God stand sure!
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What entered Into thee,
That was, is, and shall be:
Time’s wheel runs back or stops: Potter and clay endure*
He fixed thee mid this dance
Of plastic circumstance,
This Present, thou,forsooth, wouldst fain arrest:
Machinery just meant
To give thy soulc its bent,
Try thee and turn thee forth, sufficiently impressed."

It is with this soaring faith in the reality of these ideals, in
the know .edge that Truth is definitely spiritual that trie Rabbi suras up
his reflections, finding perfection at the core of xife and meaning and

both youth and age:purpose

"So, take and use thy work,
Amend what flaws may lurk
What strain o’ the stuff, what warpings past the aim J
My times be in thy hand!
Perfect the cup as planned!
Let age approve of youth, and death complete the same! "

Certainly "Rabbi Ben Ezra" is one of the great spiritual legacies of
However much or little of Abraham Ibn Ezra’s life andour language.

thought may have served as a model, the poem remains an eloquent tribute
Je..-s may well take prideto the nobility of Jewish religious idealism.

in the thought that if a fictitious Jew gave Shakespeare his "shylock",
it was an historical Rabid of the Twelftn century who inspired tne gifted
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Victorian seer to write one of the enduring songs of poetic faith in
for it is from the lips of a Jew that the words,En.lish Literature,

memorable and unforgettable, are spoken:

"All I could never be,
All, men ignored in me,
This, I was worth to God.

A paper for the Literary Club
Victor E. Reichert
April 3, 1967
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