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DIGEST 

This thesis considers a fraction of the life and work of Immanuel Ben Solomon of Rome. 

It focuses on the twenty-eighth chapter ofHaRomi's Maqama-like collection of verse and 

prose known as the Jvfachberot Immanuel. 

There are three main sections to this thesis. The first section is an introduction to the 

work and provides some background on Immanuel, his influences and his contribution to 

the Jewish and Italian cultures of his generation at the dawn of the renaissance. His 

friendship with Dante is discussed, focusing on the years 1315-1320 in Verona at the 

Court of Can Grande Della Scala. 

The second section of the thesis is an annotated translation of the first part ofHaRomi's 

twenty-eighth compositfon, an imitation of Dante's Inferno. The final section of the thesis 

is a co.1.nparison of the two works and a discussion of the implications made by 

differences and similarities between them. 
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This work considers a fraction of the life and contributions of Immanuel ben Solomon of 

Rome. 1 It focuses on the twenty-eighth chapter ofHaRomi's collection of verse and 

prose known as the Machberot Immanuel. The first publication of the Machberot was in 

1492 in Brescia. What follows is an annotated partial translation oflmmanuel's "twenty

eighth notebook". That chapter is known as "Hell and Heaven" or, in Hebrew, 

"HaTophet Ve HaEden. " 

In this first section, Immanuel introduces his work and meets his guide, a mysterious 

'Daniel'. The two menjoumey through the gates of Hell and observe the torments of the 

damned. HaRomi recognizes many figures from scripture and from history. Some of the 

lost are familiar to Immanuel and he interacts with them, learning their sin and its wages. 

Much of this material is immediately recognizable as based on the Inferno of Dante. At 

the same time its language is familiar to Hebrew ears. Each verse is filled with biblical 

references, much of it exact quotes of scripture, others playful reinventions of an obscure 

phrase from the prophets. The work itself lives in many worlds at once. It is satirical, 

outrageous even in its crudity and its near-sacrilegious use of text. At the same time it is 

brilliant, disturbing and thought provoking. People of various levels of education may 

enjoy the work. All who hear it receive its warning and its social criticisms. As a 

didactic-moral allegory it is effective and well crafted. As an imitation of the Inferno 

written perhaps contemporaneously with its object of homage, it demonstrates the 

presence and involvement of the Jewish artist in the birth of the Italian Renaissance. 

1 My preference is to refer to the poet by his proper name Immanuel, or by the Hebrew 
descriptive surname HaRomi. 
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BIOGRAPHY OF THE POET 

HaRomi was born into a prominent Jewish Roman family, known by the name Ziphroni2
• 

He is referred to in various languages as Immanuello Romano, Manoello Romano, 

Manoello Giudeo, Immanuel, Emanuel, Immanuel Ben Solomon, Immanuel HaRomi, 

Immanuello Giudeo, Da Romi and Di Roma. HaRomi is interesting to scholars because of 

the influence he can be shown to bear on the greatest poet of his age, Dante Alighieri. His 

popularity and longevity in circulation are best suggested by a mention in the Shulchan 

Aruch, where Rabbi Joseph Caro forbids the reading of "Immanuel" on Shabbat. 3 

Most of the biographical information we have about the poet comes directly from 

HaRomi himself. In the text of his collected compositions, which he called Machberot, 

we learn oflmmanuel's education under Binyamin and Zerachia ben Yitzhak ben Shaaltial 

of Barcelona. Benjamin ben Yechiel, a noted physician and Hebraist, was one of 

Immanuel's first tutors. From his instruction presumably came Immanuel's knowledge of 

Maimonides. HaRomi's relative and Hebrew teacher, Leone Romano, was tutor to 
. 

Robert, King of Naples. Leone was also a translator of Thomas Aquinas' work. 

Immanuel's instruction in literature and poetry came under Judah Siciliano. The 

prominence ofHaRomi's instructors was responsible in part for the young poet's 

2 Guy Shaked, The Poetry o/Manoello Romano: Biography, Writings, Short Poems, p. 1 

Shulchan Aruch: Orech Hayyim,307:73 
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introduction to the highest echelons ofitalian society. 4 HaRomi married the daughter of a 

respected rabbi, Samuel, from Rome, and the couple had children. Immanuel sung the 

praises of his wife in several works and two elegies mourn the death of their eldest son, 

Moshe. 

HaRomi read voraciously in such diverse subjects as mathematics, medicine, grammar, 

philosophy and mysticism. He studied Arabic, Latin, Science and History. He traveled 

extensively and studied in Verona at the Talmudic academy there. He wrote on many 

different topics including a commentary on the Book of Proverbs. He was successful as 

a liturgical composer, in particular with an extended contemplation of Maimonides' 

Thirteen Attributes. HaRomi' s poem provided the source and inspiration for the popular 

"Yigdal" hymn. 5 

Our poet returned to Rome in 1315 in order to succeed his murdered father-in-law there 

as head of the Jewish community.6 HaRomi was fifty years old and his personal 

generosity, literary achievements and expansive knowledge had brought him renown . 
. 

HaRomi had also acquired many personal admirers and friends. These friendships were 

to some degree responsible for his leaving Rome. Immanuel, according to his own 

account, had acted as security for a friend's business venture. When the venture failed, 

Immanuel himself became liable for a great deal of money. His fortune gone, Immanuel 

left Rome for the last time. 

Another possible explanation for his leaving is his rejection by prominent members of the 

community. Many were infuriated by Immanuel's provocative and irreverent literary 

4 Chotzner, Hebrew Humor and Other Essays, (Luzac & Co., London: 1905) pgs 82-102. 
5 As demonstrated in the rabbinic thesis ofB. Cantor, Immanuel hen Solomon of Rome 
(Cincinnati : 1916) 
6 Chotzner, p. 84. 

I' 
I 

11 



-6-

creations. This faction used Immanuel's financial problems as an opportunity to attack 

Immanuel publicly and force him out. 7 Immanuel and his wife left Rome in disgrace and 

eventually spent time in Fermo, in the Ancona district, on the eastern coast of Tuscany. 

Benjamin, Immanuel's patron there, is believed represented by the "Sar" figure in 

Immanuel's maqama. 8 

INFLUENCES 

Immanuel was clearly inspired by the Spanish school represented by HaLevi, Ibn Gabirol 

and Al-Harizi. The Tachemoni of Al Harizi is to the Machberot in general what La 

Commedia Divina is to Ha Tophet Ve Ha Eden in particular. This series of points within 

the plane of medieval literature describes a band of influence. Arabic and oriental forms 

were adapted by Jews living in Moorish Spain, and in part through Jews make their way 

to Italy, where their influence is evident in the work of Dante. Men like Immanuel 

HaRomi were one of the main conduits by which transcultural exchange took place9
• The 

Maqamat form ofliterature introduced by Arabic poets and popular in Spain found new 

life and expression in the works ofHaRomi. Like the great composition of Al-Harizi, the 

Nfachberot takes the form of a conversation between a powerful noble, an 

autobiographical narrator and others. It is a combination of satirical and philosophical 

dialogues, poems, stories and other entertainments. It is via the work of the Spanish 

poets that Immanuel comes in contact with the particular structures and rhythms of the 

Maqamat and the philosophical elements that are reflected in the Machberot. In addition, 

Immanuel displays both swagger and self-effacement, a peculiar combination found in the 

7 ibid, p. 85 
8 The conceit of a dialogue between a noble or powerful figure and a narrator-minstrel is 
common to this Arabic fonn made popular in Hebrew in Spain. Judah HaLevi's Kuzari 
uses a similar form for philosophical ends. 
9 Giorgio Battistoni, Jewish Channels and Medieval Sources Available to Dante: 1. Hillel 
Ben Shemuel Ben Eleazar of Verona,· Labyrinthos, Volume XIII, Issue 25/26, 1994. 
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writings of his Spanish heroes. There are also Italian influences visible in HaRomi's 

Jvfaqama: rima chiusa, rima alternativa and the sonnet form that would be known as 

petrarchan. Petrarch himself was born in 1304, when Immanuel may have already been 

writingpetrarchan sonnets. Immanuel lived at a precise meeting of ages: the medieval 

and the renaissance. He lived as an Italian, a Jew and in agency of cross-cultural 

exchanges 

IlVIMANUEL AND DANTE 

It has been established, (See the considerable amount of scholarship here done by Giorgio 

Battistoni) Immanuel spent time with the famous Rabbi Hillel of Verona. Rabbi Hillel, a 

respected scholar and leader, is presumed to have died in 1295. 10 Throughout his life, 

Immanuel remained close with the Verona academy of Rabbi Hillel. It is reasonable to 

suggest that Immanuel could have stayed in Verona for some time in the years between 

1316 and 1321. At this time, Dante was residing in Verona, had just published the 

Inferno and was working on the rest of his Commedia. In 1320, he delivered a public 

lecture on a scientific topic, entitled "Questio de Aqua et Terra." As both men are 

known.to have traveled to other towns to meet with fellow poets and thinkers, there is no 
. 

reason to rule out the attendance oflmmanuel at that lecture. 

According to Graetz, Dante and Immanuel were born in the same year, 1265.11 Both men 

were prominent in their communities and were involved in the literary circles of their age. 

Both were highly educated, politically active poets. Each was caught between two 

worlds at the dawn of a new age. Where Dante stood between the Latin of the middle 

Ages and the Italian of the Renaissance, HaRomi had one foot in Ancient Israel and the 

10 Battistoni, translation: http://www. geocities. com/dantestudies/hillel. html 
11 Chotzner, p. 82 
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other in "Young Italy''. These two controversial men found themselves in middle age 

condemned to exile and a life of wandering from city to city, seeking patronage and 

security. Both men were guests in Verona with the Can Grande della Scala. Men of the 

same age, each widely known and admired, living in exile and traveling in the same social 

circles would have been likely to cross paths. 

Unfortunately neither Dante nor HaRomi mention a meeting between them in their 

writings. Without any real evidence of a personal encounter between them there is no 

way to establish the two were acquaintances or friends. IfHaRomi met Dante, it seems 

logical the Machberot should contain a record of that meeting. 

It is possible Dante and Immanuel met and spoke at the court in Verona among many 

other courtiers and literati that flocked around Can Grande. Dante is known to have 

stayed there for an extended period while completing Purgatorio and Paradiso. The 

earliest drafts oflnfemo were known and available in 1315.12 The entirety of the 

Commedia was not publicly released until after Dante's death in 1321. 

TRAGEDY AND FELLOWSHIP 

In 1321 Immanuel suffered the loss of his wife. That same year, Dante died in Ravenna. 

It is then that the lawyer and poet Bosone composed the poem of consolation often used 

as evidence of the friendship among the three men. Immanuel in response composed his 

own sonnet. His reply to Bosone indicates the facility he had with their common tongue 

and his mastery of the contemporary poetics of fourteenth century Italy. 

12 R.W.B.Levvis, Dante; New York: Putnam, 2001 p. 130 
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Messer Basone a Jvfanoello Giudeo, essendo morto Dante 

"Duo lumi son di novo spenti al mondo 
in cui virtue bellezza si vedea; 

piange la mente mia, che gia ridea, 
di quel che di saper toccava il fondo. 

Pianga la tua de! be! viso giocondo, 
di cui tua lingua tanto ben dicea; 
ome dolente, che pianger devea 

ogni omo che sta dentro a questo tondo. 

E pianga dunque Manoel Giudeo: 
e prima pianga il suo propri'o danno, 

poi pianga 'l ma! di questo mondo reo; 

che sotto 'l sol nonfi1 mai peggior anno. 
Ma mi conforta ch' i' credo che Dea 

Dante abbia pasta 'n glori"oso scanno. " 

Mr. Bosone to HaRomi upon the Death of Dante 

"Two lamps of life have waxed dim and died, 
Two souls for virtue loved and blessed grace; 

Thou, friend may 'st smile no more with happy face 
But weep for him, sweet song's and learning's pride. 

And weep for her, thy spouse, torn from thy side 
In all her charm of native loveliness, 

Whom thou hast sung so oft ere thy distress, 
That is mine, too, and with me doth abide. 

Not I alone bewail thy hapless lot, 
But others, too: do thou bewail thine own, 
And then the grief that all of us have got, 
In this the direst year we 're have known,· 
Yet Dante's soul, that erst to us was given, 

Now ta 'en from the earth, dost glisten bright in Heaven." 
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A messer Basone da Gubbio 

"Jo, che trassi le lagrime delfondo 
de l'abisso de! cor che 'n su le 'nvea, 

piango: che '! foco de! dolor m 'ardea, 
se non fosser le lagrime in che abbondo. 

Che la !or piova ammorta lo profondo 
ardor, che de! mio ma! faor ml traea; 
per non morir, per tener altra vea, 
al percoter sto forte e non ajfondo. 

E hen puo pi anger cristiano e giudeo, 
e ciaschedun sedere 'n tristo scanno: 

pianto perpetiial m' e fatto reo. 

Per ch' io m'accorgo che quelfu ii mal'anno; 
sconfortomi hen, ch' i' veggio che Deo 
per invidia de! benfece quel danno." 

To Mr. Basone of Gubbio 

"The floods of tears well from my deepest heart; 
can they e'er quench my griefs eternal flame: 

I weep no more, my woe is still the same; 
I hope instead that death may soothe the smart. 

Then Jew and Gentile weep, and sit with me 
On morning-stool.'for sin hath followed woe; 

I prayed to God to spare this misery, 
And now no more my trust in Him I show. "13 

Sometime around 1328, HaRomi returned to Benjamin, his patron in Fermo. At 

Benjamin's suggestion, HaRomi began the compilation that would become the Machberot. 

HaRomi died in exile, as had Dante. Upon HaRomi' s death, his friend Bos one da Gubbio 

13 Hyman G. Enelow, The Jewish Interest in Dante: Selected Writings of Hyman G. 
Enelow Selected by Dr. Felix A. Levy; Volume IV: Scientific Papers (Private, 1935.) pp. 
366-392 
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exchanged sonnets with Cino da Pistoia. Pistoia had earlier exchanged letters with Dante 

that are ambiguously suggestive of a sexual relationship. Dante moved on, chiding the 

younger Cino for his fickle love and the poems between Pistoia and Bosone hint at some 

resid~ anger Cino felt toward Dante. Cino's poem informs Basone that Immanuel and 

Dante are in Hell together. Bosone's letter defends the two men. As Pistoia died around 

1336, it seems that HaR.omi's life ended sometime before then and after the 1328 

compilation of the Machberot in Fermo. 

Cina to Basone after the Death of Dante and the Jew Manoel 

"Basone, your friend Manoello is dead, 
Still keepingfast to his false, idle creed; 

Methinks to the regions of hell he is sped, 
Where no unbeliever from anguish is freed. 

Yet not 'mongst the vulgar his soul doth abide, 
But Dante and he still remain side by side. " 

Bosone's Answer. 

"Manoel, whom thou hast thus consigned 
Unto the dark domains of endless night, 

Has not within those regions been confined 
Where Lucifer holds sway with awful might. 
Lucifer, who once 'gainst Heaven's lord, 
In lust for empire drew rebellion's sword 
And though he in that loathly prison pine, 

Where thou hast brought him though he willed it not,· 
What fool will tn1st this idle tale of thine. 
That he and Dante should be thus forgot; 
Well, let them for a time endure their fate, 

God's mercy will be theirs or soon or late. "14 

These poems indicate others observed a friendship between Dante and Immanuel. 15 

Unfortunately, some respected scholars doubt the authenticity of these poems. 16 While 

14 Enelow ppg. 85-86 
15 Chotzner, p. 85 
16 Chotzner, p. 87 

- -- --- ------------ -.~~~~ 



-12-

there was clearly some relationship between the work of the two men, nothing more can 

be said with certainty. 

THE ROMAN IN VERONA 

From one of HaRomi 's Italian compositions we find evidence of an encounter at Verona 

with the Can Grande della Scala. This Can Grande was also Dante's friend and patron. 

Dante dedicated the Paradiso to Can Grande and wrote him a lengthy, well-known letter. 

Immanuel dedicated his Bisbidis to Can Grande. 17 This coincidence might offer us reason 

to suspect a personal friendship existed between Immanuel and Dante. The poem is 

written in Italian, but is heavily influenced by the Hebrew tradition. This influence is 

made clearer when comparing the Bisbidis to biblical texts or to liturgical hymns such as 

the relatively contemporaneous Adon Olam. Ibn Gabirol, who is credited with the 

composition of that hymn, was widely proclaimed to be the greatest poet in Spanish 

Jewish history. They are counterparts if not precise contemporaries. Both poets were 

inspired by Arabic culture and both drew upon the tradition of Hebrew poetry rooted in 

Tanakh. 18 Immanuel's work, like Ibn Gabirol's, combines cultures: Italian (or Spanish), 

Arabic and Hebrew; and involves Biblical, Classical, Medieval and Renaissance poetics in 

their formulation. Immanuel's Italian poem "Bisbidis" has consistently medial caesurae 

that divide each verse into isochronistic hemistiches. Immanuel's chosen structure here, a 

classically influenced hemistichomythia, makes for a poem that sounds like a Piyyut. 

17 "Bisbidis" is a nonsense word invented to imitate the whispering of the Veronese 
noble' s attendants and counselors. 
18 For an example, see the song of the sea in Exodus 15. 
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BISBIDIS 

"A magnificenza di messer Cane de la Scala 

Del mondo ho cercato - per lungo e per lato 
con un caro mercato - per terra e per mare. 

Vedut' ho Soria - infln Erminia 
e di Romania - gran pane, mi pare. 

Vedut' ho 'l Soldano - per monte e per piano 
e si del Gran Cano - poria novel/are 

[ ... }' 

e questo e' l Signore--da tanto valore, 
che' l suo grande onore--va per terra e mare." 

"To his magiflcence, Mr. Cane Delascala 

The world I have searched--both long ways and wide 
as if it were a lovely market--over earth and sea 

I have viewed Syria-- the ends of Erminia 
And of Romania--A great part I viewed 

I have visited Sultans, on mountains and plains 
But the home of Gran Cano, this appeared new! 

[. .. } 

And to this Gentleman-of such valor 
'his great honor-travels over earth and sea? "'19 

Perhaps the Bisbidis was written for Can Grande sometime in 1320. If that is so, it is 

possible that Dante was present for the reading of this poem. The reading would have 

taken place while Dante was in Verona at the court for the presentation of the lecture 

Questio de Aqua et Terra. The text oflmmanuel's poem to Can Grande makes reference 

19 Trans. Siger, Italian from Machberot Immanuel, ed. Haberman, Tel Aviv, 5706. 
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twice to Dante's work, as well as to the master himself. The first of these references 

comes at the beginning of the poem. 

"Vedut' ho 'l Soldano-per monte e per piano 

e si del Gran Cano - poria novellare" 

"Gran Cano" is a play on Can Grande, the name of their mutual host. It is reminiscent of 

the words for "Big Dog". It is also commonly thought that Can Grande is portrayed as 

the Greyhound in Dante's Inferno.20 Next, per terra e per mare may be a reference to 

Dante's Questio de Aqua et Terra. That Italian phrase is repeated a second time in the 

final strophe of the Bisbidis. Within that strophe, it is also possible to discover the name 

of Dante, concealed in a manner not unfamiliar to students of Hebrew liturgy or poetics. 

As is the case with many hidden words and names in Hebrew compositions, one needs to 

know in advance what they seek. One cannot say for certain that Immanuel intended to 

place these references in his poem either obscurely or openly. 

e questo e' 1 Signore--da tanto valore, 

che' 1 suo grande onore--va per terra e mare. 

e questo e' 1 Signore--da tanto valore, 

che' 1 suo grande onore--va per terra e mare. 

20 R.W.B. Lewis expresses this view in his recently published Dante; (Penguin, New 
York, 2001). 
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IMlVIANUEL AS INFLUENCE 

With sufficient time and research, perhaps a stronger argument can be made in the case for 

a real friendship between Alighieri and HaRomi. As it stands, the greatest indication of a 

personal relationship between Dante and Immanuel emerges from the two texts that link 

their authors; HaTophet Ve HaEden is clearly Immanuel's version of Dante's trip to the 

afterworlds. 

The earliest public distribution of the Inferno and Paradiso took place sometime after 

1318. Dante dies in 1321. Immanuel died approximately ten years later. When did 

Immanuel come in contact with these texts? Chotzner suggests that Immanuel was 

exposed to Dante's work through the "Young Italy" circle and was present at a reading of 

the work by Dante during their contemporaneous wanderings of the years before 1321. If 

this were so, it would explain a great deal about the inspiration and creation ofHaRomi's 

work and the friendship alluded to by the Italian poets who corresponded with and about 

the two men. In the absence of any such friendship it remains very difficult to explain 

how Immanuel was exposed to a newly released Inferno and an unfinished Paradiso. 

Maybe he was hired to copy manuscripts of the Commedia. Perhaps he came across one 

and upon reading it was inspired to write his own. However, whenever and wherever the 

introduction took place, Immanuel was influenced by Dante's Commedia. Dante had 

many influences, including Islamic eschatology. Arabic thought and culture had come to 

the Jews of Verona at least a century earlier, through men such as Abraham Ibn Ezra. 

How the Arabic culture, certainly assimilated into Judaism with Ibn Gabirol, Al-Harizi 

and Ha-Levi, gets to Dante is another story. It is possible Immanuel HaR.omi was one of 

Dante's influences in this area. 
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On Dante, Giorgio Battistoni suggests, "The contact [with the world of Islam] could have 

been brought about via the medium of some Italian rabbi who was expert in Islamic 

eschatology." 21 That rabbi was Hillel of Verona, and his familiarity with Jewish 

mysticism was shared with those close to him. This group included Immanuel, who may 

have passed some of it on to Dante: 

So, to end, we have precisely that Hillel as the agent who, through Jmmanuello, would 
have enabled Dante's access to the esoteric Jewish notions whose paternity Umberto Eco 
attributes to the Kabbalist Avraham Abulajia. 22 

Mr. Battistoni's work in the field of Judeo-Arabic influences on Dante is considerable. 

He is responsible for the volume of Ha Tophet Ve Ha Eden published as Italian 

translation in 2000. In discussing the relationship between Rabbi Hillel of Verona and 

Dante, Battistoni suggests Immanuel is the conduit by which the wisdom of the deceased 

Rabbi Hillel reaches Dante during the composition of the Commedia. 

"We find it necessary to mention the relationship, if not the intimacy, between him 
[Jmmanuello] and the above-mentioned Hillel of Verona, to show that our poet must for a 
long time have enjoyed in that city [Verona] relations of friendship and study. This makes 
it all the more plausible that during his peregrinations he would have been present there 
as a guest and would have met people, especially on occasions of celebrations; and thus it 
would also have been possible that he would have met Dante there, as well as being 
present at the "open house" maintained by Can Grande della Scala and so bizarrely but 
effectively described by [Jmmanuello] in his famous popular song [the 'Bisbidis '}"

23 

21 Giorgio Battistoni of Verona, Jewish Channels, Trans. Ed Emery, 
http://mvw.geocities.com/dantestudies 
22 Giorgio Battistoni of Verona, Verona as a Context for Understanding "The Paradigm 
oftlte "Three Rings": Jewish, Christian and Islamic Convergences at the Court of the 
"Gran Lombardo", Trans. by Ed Emery. 
23Battistoni, Jewish Channels 
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Many believe Dante's work displays an Arabic influence, as well. The breakthrough text 

on this issue was published, in Spanish, in 1919 by Miguel Asin y Palacios. In that 

essay, entitled La Escatologfa Musulmana en la "Divina Commedia, "Palacios 

concludes, 

''If to all these coincidences of undertaking, action, allegorical finality, principal and 
episodic characters, architecture of the astronomical heavens, didactic curiosity* and 
literary artifices to syncretize an encyclopedia of an entire people, one adds the abstruse, 
intricate, difficult, enigmatic style of both literary pieces[. .. ], it will easily be understood 
why we have considered this allegorical ascent, written by the }lfurcian Jbn 'Arabi in the 
thirteenth century, to be a Muslim type coming close to the Dantean Paradise in particular, 
and to the whole of the Divine Comedy in general... as a didactic-moral allegory. "24 

Another Muslim literature, the Mi 'raj story, was widely known in Europe by the end of 

the thirteenth century. These stories recount the legendary afterworld journey of the 

prophet Mohammed. In these tales, Mohammed is brought through Heaven to visit 

God's throne. In 1264, Alfonso the Wise had a Castilian text of the Mi 'raj tradition 

known as "The Book of the Ladder" translated into French and Latin. 

Cecil Roth points out the Spanish text used for the French and Latin translation was a 

work of translation from Arabic undertaken by King Alfonso's Jewish Astrologer, Don 

Abraham al-Faquim. 25 From Roth we also learn that Dante relied heavily on the work of 

a Provencal Jewish luminary, Jacob ben Makhir ibn Tibbon ofMontpellier (d. 1308). 

Jacob's "Perpetual Almanac" contributed greatly to the astrological and astronomical 

features of the Commedia26
• This Jewish influence would coexist with the Arabic 

influence suggested by Palacios. 

24 Carlo Saccone: Niuhammad 's Mi 'raj: A Legend Between East and West. [Postface to I1 
Libro della Scala], (Ed Emery, translation; url ctd. ) 
25 Roth, "In the Steps of Dante'', The Jews in the Renaissance, p. 89 
26 ibid, p. 87 
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Maria Rose Menocal, in her essay "Italy, Dante and the Anxieties oflnfluence," 

criticizes Palacios' work. She believes the Spaniard goes too far in attributing the 

Commedia to Dante's ''wholesale and quite detailed copying"27 of existing Arabic 

literature. She does not discount his work entirely however. In fact, she agrees with 

Palacios in principle even if she does not support his findings: 

"Asin 's instinct may have been quite correct. Research on directly and indirectly related 

matters in the years since his book was first published, as well as the adoption of a 

different concept of the cultural gestalt of the Nliddle Ages and how we conceive of 

influence operating within it, all converge to indicate that Dante may indeed have been 

strongly affected, not only by knowledge of some variations of these specific texts, but also 

by the whole Arabic cultural and ideological entity, of which such texts may well have 

seemed emblematic. ''28 

There is general agreement that Dante was influenced in one way or another by the 

Arabic and Judea-Arabic cultures that traveled to Italy through the crossroads of 
. 

Medieval Spain. Dante represents a similar crossroads in Italian literary history and 

indeed in all of western civilization. His Commedia is second in scholarly attention only 

to the Bible. We know the Commedia was being written while HaRomi was active in the 

same literary, political and social circles as Dante. Some suspect the two men knew each 

other, at least in passing. Perhaps they discussed the passions and areas of interest they 

held in common. Perhaps they discussed troubles they experienced in their respective 

hometowns. Perhaps they discussed the deaths of Beatrice and of Immanuel's son 

Moshe. Perhaps they discussed Muslim eschatology, Hechalot literature and medieval 

visions of the afterworld. Perhaps they discussed the removal of the Papal seat from 

27 Menocal, The Arabic Role in Medieval Literary History, p. 122 
28 ibid, p. 123 
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Rome and the unrest that resulted in the murder of Immanuel's father-in-law. Perhaps 

they discussed the languages spoken by angels and demons. Dante himself neither claims 

nor displays any familiarity with Hebrew. Chotzner suggests Immanuel is responsible 

for the Hebrew-sounding phrases of the Commedia. 29 Dante seems well disposed to 

some oflmmanuel's people, going so far as to place Rachel alongside Beatrice in 

Paradiso, Canto :XXXII30 and there he describes a parade of Hebrew women: 

"Within that order which the third seats make 
Is seated Rachel, lower than the other, 
With Beatrice, in manner as thou seest. 

Sarah, Rebecca, Judith, and she who was 
Ancestress of the Singer, who for dole 
Of the misdeed said, 'Nfiserere mei,' 

Canst thou behold from seat to seat descending 
Down in gradation, as with each one's name 
I through the Rose go down from leaf to leaf 

And downwardfrom the seventh row, even as 
Above the same, succeed the Hebrew women, 

Dividing all the tresses of the flower ... " 

Another section of Dante's work possibly makes reference to a complaint about the 

Talmud. The Talmud contains sections that are derogatory of pagan and Christian 

practices. Because the Talmud likens some non-Jews to dim witted cows, anti-Jewish 

groups often assert Jews hate Christians. Dante might speak to this particular 

misunderstanding in Paradiso V: 80-81 31
: 

29 Enelow, pg. 370 
30 Enelow, pg 391 
31 Chotzner, Hebrew Humor, pg. 83 
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"Uomini siate, e non pecore matte, 

Sf ch' ii Giudeo di voi tra voi non rida." 

"Act ye as men, and not as stupid cattle, 

Lest the Jew in your midst should scorn you." 

The "Giudeo" in Dante's midst might have been none other than Manoello Giudeo, an 

Italian variant ofHaRomi's name. The two would have had an opportunity to meet while 

both of them were in Verona. Chotzner reads this part of Paradiso as an apologia, 

evidence Dante was well disposed to Jewish people and their traditions. This would be a 

result of his relationship with Immanuel. 

While it is possible to read this as defense of the Jews and the Talmud, what we know of 

Dante and his work would suggest a different interpretation. It is likely that Dante was 

here entreating Christians to hold themselves to a higher standard. It would not be 

appropriate, in his view, for the spiritually inferior and ultimately damned Jews to be 

placed in a situation where they can mock Christians. The saved must be ever aware of 

their responsibility to be beyond reproach, especially Jewish reproach. He may have had 

Jewish friends but Dante was no friend of Judaism. As it stands, ifthere were a 

particular and personal Jewish influence on Dante, chances are it originates in the circle of 

Rabbi Hillel and his Veronese Acadamy. As part of that circle, HaRomi is part of its 

influence. 

If there was a meeting of Dante and Immanuel, it may have been in Verona during the time 

of the writing of Paradiso. If the two had an established friendship, it is probable they 

spent time together at Can Grande's invitation. If the relationship between the works of 

Dante and HaRomi is rooted in a relationship between the two men, it is plausible their 
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respective poems were partly composed in Verona during the years 1316-1320. Such 

contemporaneous composition would explain a great deal about the similarities displayed 

in the two didactic-moral allegories. Further study of the Machberot and Ha Tophet Ve 

Ha Eden may yield clues as to when exactly the piece was written. 

EARLIER TRANSLATIONS OF TOPHET 

This project began with a desire to make available an English translation of HaRomi 's 

twenty-eighth notebook faithful to the intent of the original. 

The last major translation of Ha Tophet Ve Ha Eden was by Hermann Gollancz in 1921. 

Jt was published as "Tophet and Eden."32 There are several major problems with 

Gollancz' work in terms of making HaRomi's work accessible to English readers. First 

the work is out-of-print and difficult to obtain. Secondly and more importantly for 

serious students of poetry and literature, the translation is inaccurate. Gollancz takes 

great liberties to fashion a construction of rhymed stichs, attempting to mimic the 

repetitive rhyme heard in the Hebrew original. Unfortunately, this requires a great deal of 

flexibility in diction and sentence construction. Often Gollancz adds entire phrases in 

order to achieve a sing-song cadence and rhyme structure. This approach fails as 

translation and wanders into a cruder kind of interpretation. While faithful to HaRomi's 

poem in terms of the story it tells and the plot of that story, Gollancz' work is anything 

but faithful to the text of the poem itself. 

Here an accurate translation is important. Equally important is capturing and 

transplanting HaRomi's style: his construct of biblical quotation and wordplay is 

remarkable and it seems only sensible to try to present that as much as possible in 

32 London: University of London Press, 1921. 
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translation. There is a rhythm to HaRomi's work or, rather, there seem to be many 

rhythms. His meter is organic and pliable, yet the work has a kind of formality. It is a 

sermon of sorts, certainly allegorical and displays the classic elements ofrhetoric: logos, 

ethos and pathos. All of these deserve to be represented in any offering ofHaRomi's 

work, though it is a decidedly tall order to fill. I made no attempt to capture the Tophet 

in a cage of strict rhyme or meter. Robert Lowell, one of the greatest poets of the 

twentieth century addressed the problem of poetic translation: 

"Most poetic translations come to grief and are less enjoyable than modest photographic 
prose translations ... Strict metrical translators still exist. They seem to live in a pure 
world untouched by contemporary poetry. Their difficulties are bold and honest, but they 
are taxidermists, not poets, and their poems are likely to be shifted birds .. .! believe that 
poetic translation-I would call it imitation-must be expert and inspired, and needs at 
least as much technique, luck and rightness of hand as an original poem. 33 

(Imitations, xii) 

Even with the "strategy of free verse" Lowell might suggest, any imitation ofHaRomi 

involves a great deal of Biblical translation. While the Hebrew poet takes great pleasure in 

manipulating the text of the Tanakh to fit his poem he has the advantage of writing in the 

same language. And so it falls upon any (according to the Lowell school of thought) 

translation ofHaRomi to present his quotes from the Bible in a way that they are 

recognizable as Biblical text to the modem English ear. What this translation attempts to 

do is evoke a feeling of formality, even quaintness, while not becoming burdensome. 

What follows is an excerpt from the prologue to Tophet. Gollancz' translation is first, 

then my proposed translation of the same lines. The Hebrew text is from the pointed 

edition ofHaRomi's lviachberot Immanuel, originally edited by Dov Yarden.34 

33 Robert Lowell, Introduction to Imitations; Farrar Strauss & Giroux, New York: 1958 
34 Jerusalem, 1957 
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The difference in approach between these English treatments is apparent immediately. 

Also demonstrated is their consistency of plot and meaning. 

GOLLANCZ' TRANSLATION 

"Sixty years of my life had now passed, 
and the pains of mortal had come on me fast, 
when of a sudden a man full of life and deeds, 

of piety too he had sown the seeds, 
bade adieu to the worlds and its ways, 
he was junior to me in years and days, 
and as I dwelt on the sorrowful sight, 

I was seized with pain, horror and fright. 

Then said I, woe to me, benighted fool! 
Be ashamed and confounded thou wretched tool 

of transgression and sin, error and crime, 
sunk in the depths of the mire of time. 

Have not God and man by me been cursed, 
more than my forbears in iniquity nursed? 

Were I of a sudden to be called on high, 
borne on the shoulders to the grave near by, 

and my comrades would seek me in vain with a sigh, 
what provision have I made on the journey to start, 

when the desolate soul from the body shall part? 
How shall I then speak and with Judgement cope, 

if for the mercy of Him who forgive th I cannot hope? "35 

SJGER 'S TRANSLATION 

"After si.x"fy of my years had passed, the pain of mortali"fy 
rushed upon me a man died quite suddenly, 

a man of life, of nob! e deed, of holy seed, 
he was years younger than I. 

Upon my seeing this despair overcame me, thus I spoke: 
"Woe is me, an ignorant fool: How shall I not be embarrassed or ashamed? 

For I have done(5)wrong, I have sinned, 
I have transgressed: I have committed iniquities! 

I am sunk in the mire of the depths of time, 
God and man alike have I cursed. 

35 Exerpted from SimchaPaull Raphael, Jewish Views of the Afterlife, Jason Aronson, New 
Jersey: 1994 
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my shameful guilt exceeds that of those that presaged me! Alas/ 
Were I called on high suddenly, placed on the shoulders 
of those who pall bear, and those that know my name 

will seek me, they shall not find me! 
What then is the preparation I have made? 

What awaits my ruined soul 
on the day of separation from this mortal frame? 

What shall I say, and what justification can I make, 
What should I hope, tf not for His patience, 
The one who pardons and absolves? (10) " 

The division here of the poem into "cantos" represents my attempt to manage the 

episodes ofHaRomi's narrative. It is, in part, an attempt to create a structure by which 

the Inferno can be compared with the Hebrew Tophet. Another factor in my decision to 

break down the literal "block" of text was desire to reflect contemporary poetic elements, 

something I believe HaRomi would have done in his own day. This English presentation 

wants to be read as modem and familiar. In this regard it is no different from the 

translation done by Gollancz in the last century. No stress or syllabic meter is enforced, 

and unlike both the Hebrew and Gollancz's translation, no rhyme structure was 

established. At times, a pattern of rhymes is evident in this text but these patterns are 

serendipitous. Central to this English translation is a desire to remain accurate to the 

language and rhythmic flow ofHaRomi's work. His Hebrew poem is constructed around 

biblical excerpts and exhibits the influence of Moorish Spain, Medieval Provencal and 

Italy. It displays a mind versed in Plato, Talmud and Thomas Aquinas. The translation 

here seeks to represent a fourteenth century Hebrew imitation of the Italian Dante's 

Inferno in post-modern American English free verse. In some ways, this is not unlike 

HaRomi's attempt to imitate one of the Great Works of Western Literature. As we tum 

to a section of the new translation, Robert Lowell speaks a warning: "The excellence of a 

poet depends on the unique opportunities of his native language." 

i; 
' ' ! I 

I I 
' ! 

i' 



-25-

TRANSLATION 

THE MACHBEROT of Il\11\1ANUEL HA-ROMI: 

28: HA-TOPHET VE-HA-EDEN 

Translated and Annotated by Jonathan Siger36 

CANTO I 

After sixty of my years had passed, the pain of mortality 

rushed upon me a man died quite suddenly, 

a man of life, of noble deed, of holy seed,37 

he was years younger than I. 

Upon my seeing this despair overcame me, thus I spoke: 

"Woe is me, an ignorant fool: How shall I not be embarrassed or ashamed? 

For I have done(5)wrong, I have sinned, 

I have transgressed: I have committed iniquities! 38 

I am sunk in the mire-of the depths oftime,39 

God and man alike have I cursed. 

my shameful guilt exceeds that of those that presaged me! Alas! 

Were I called on high suddenly, placed on the shoulders 

of those who pallbear, and those that know my name 

will seek me, they shall not find me! 40 

36 The notes are a combination of those of Dov Yarden's Hebrew edition of 1957, the 
Italian Battistoni /Giuntina edition of 2000 and my own glosses and insights. The 
Hebrew text by HaR.omi is available as an appendix to this translation and the line 
numbers in bold here correspond to that Hebrew text. 
37 Ecclesiastes 9: 12 
38 2nd Chronicles 6:37, Daniel 3:29-33; 9:5 
39 Psalms 69:3 
40 Proverbs 1:28 
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What then is the preparation I have made? 41 

What awaits my ruined soul 

on the day of separation from this mortal frame? 

What shall I say, and what justification can I make, 42 

What should I hope, if not for His patience, 

The one who pardons and absolves? (10) 

And with such things placed upon my mind, 

my heart burned within me. 43 

The gates of my tears were opened, 44 

my roars poured forth like waters,45 

I made great and grave mourning. 46 

My thoughts now fixed on the fate of my lost soul. 

It shall answer to my maker! 

Who had I been serving? Now again I spoke: 

Where, where is Daniel, the man of delights! 47 

Where are your wisdoms! 

Who shall give me to know and to find you? 

I could go before your throne, 

I would ask you and you would tell me; 

with the river of your pleasantness you would slake my thirst. 

You would show me the measure of my days and my end, 

41 Joshua1: 11 
42 Genesis 44: 16 
43 Psalms 39:4 
44 Genesis 7: 12 
45 Joshua 7:5 
46 Daniel 10:2 
47 Cecil Roth suggests that "Daniel" here refers to Daniel of Gubbio, a friend and patron 
of Immanuel's. Daniel had suddenly died soon after Immanuel had come to stay with 
him. 
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and you would show me the place of my final rest and my reposing.48 

(15)And while I was sinking in the mire-depths of grief, 

my tears flowed in streams. 49 And in sorrow and groaning 

I lay the night entire: when dread, dark and great fell upon me. 50 

A vision appeared unto me,51 

it was as though I was being swept away: 52 

my mind was intercepted and returned like lightning flashes53
-

I raised my eyes and looked and beheld54 

a great and strong wind hovering and radiating,55 

splitting mountains and shattering the cliffs,56 

and following the rush of wind,57 His voice rang within my ears, 

water in channels streaming from my eyes;58 

and after, the rush of fire59 and the whispering voice60 

and the seven-fold lamp, like the brightness of the sun.61 

I beheld an old man, girdled and enrobed, 62 

(20) passing before me, and he appeared · 

as the appearance of an angel of the LORD.63 

48 Psalms 39:5 
49 Psalms 119: 136 
50 Genesis 15: 12 
51 Numbers 12:6; vision Job 4:13-14, 33:15-18; also Aligbieri.Infernol:l0-11 
52 Ezekiel 1 :3 
53 Gen. 8:8-11. 
54 Ezekiel 1: 14 &tc. 
55 Alighieri, Inferno III: 13 3 
56 Elijah in the cave 2 Kings 19:11-13 
57 Exodus 19: 16-19, also Alighieri, Inferno III:l 30-131 
58 Psalms 119: 136 
59 see Alighieri Inferno III: 134 
60 1 Kings 19: 12 
61 Isaiah 30:26 
62 1 Samuel 28: 14 
63 Job 33:23-24; 1Kings19:5-7; 2 Samuel 14:17 
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Seeing him, I was impelled, 

and cast myself upon the ground, 

without arising, and could not make a sound.64 

So when the man saw that I could not muster strength, 

then he spoke to me: "What is with you?65 

I don't recall asking you to lie down! 

Get up, this is not the time to rest! 66 

Today, I will bring forth respite for you!" 

And the grief and anguish were then lifted, 

and in his speaking with me I was enboldened67 

and I grasped the comers of his garment, 

hugged68 the dust at his feet, and kissed them69 

and then I spoke to him: 

"By my life, my Lord! Ifl have found favor in your eyes, 

I and your people70
, I pray thee tell me your name! 71 " 

And he then said, (25) "I am Daniel, 'the man of pleasantness' 

you have called upon ·and for whom your eyes are shedding tears!" 72 

When you began your plea a command went out; 

64 Ezekiel 2:1-2; Daniel 8:18, 10: 9-10 also Alighieri, Inferno JJI:l 35-138,Jnferno V: 142 
65 Alighieri, Inferno II: 121 
66 Isaiah 28: 12; Joshua 7: 10 
67 Daniel IO: 19 
68 Judges 7:5-7 
69 Isaiah 49:23 
70 Esther 5: 8; 7:3 
71 Judges13:17-19; Genesis 32:30 
72 "Daniel" here may refer to Dante, who was led on his voyage by Virgil. Cassuto 
suggests that it is a reference to Immanuel's brother. The guide may be the prophet 
Daniel himself. The debate is made more complicated when we consider the reference to a 
separate "Daniel" with whom Immanuel will be seated in paradise, made in the Eden 
section of the poem. I am of the opinion that following Dante's death, Immanuel wanted 
to remember him in the text of his poem, as Dante had Virgil. 
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to show you the awesome and perplexing; 73 

Now I will show you wondrous things, 

secrets you did not knowt 74 

Open your eyes and seet 

understand in word, comprehend in observation,75 

For your sake I was sent, 

now I have arrived! 76 

For your enlightenment, 

I have come to give you understanding!77 

Question deep or lofty I shall not forestall to answer! 

And then I said to him, 

"0, would that it were before you my lord 

to show me the eternity that all are sentenced to,78 

the pit that has been set for the wicked since time before 

and to make known to me the place of my descent (30) 

beyond my death. Which is the house 79 they are building for me? 

Which is my resting place? My dwelling? 

As for my desire, it is to follow you! 80 And now he said, 

"I shall do as you ask!" And the man then inquired of me 

and said, "Where should it please us to begin? I answered saying, 

73 Daniel 9:23 
74 Numbers 12:7-8; also Jeremiah 33:3 
75 Daniel 9:23 
76 Ezekiel 40:4 
77 Daniel 9:22 
78 Alighieri Inferno I: 114 . The Aramaic influenced "Aroch" implies something measured, 
or laid out. Similar phenomenon exists in the phrase "he did a stretch of time in prison" in 
contemporary American English. 
79 Isaiah 66: 1 
80 Songs 1 :4; 1 Samuel 25: 19; also Alighieri Inferno I: 13 6 
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"The Inferno should come first so Eden shall come afterwards81
" 

CANT0Il82 

THE INFERNO 

Now it came to pass that the man said to me: 

Grab the hem of my cloak and hold fast thereto; 

So that even the wind shall not come between you and I, 83 

For the place we are going is a land parched,84black as pitch85 and chaotic;86 

It is called by its name: The Valley of Corpses.87 

(35) So I held fast to the hem of his cloak, my mind filled with fear, 

as we proceeded, we descended88 

And the way was a road unpaved, gloomy, precipitous89and black, 

crooked paths that we did not see but for lightning and explosions,90 

And we heard nothing but the voice of the afflicted and pained91 

as though giving birth the first time; 92 

And I called that day the Day of Crossing93 

81 aka Gehenna, see Isaiah 30:33; Jeremiah 7:31-32, 19:6; 2 Kings 23: 10. 
82 In Yarden's Hebrew edition, what is past is prologue. Here begins the Tophet proper. I 
consider the prologue Canto I. A new episode begins and marks the beginning of the trip 
to Hell and the start of Canto II. 
83 Job 41:8 
84 Psalms 68:7 
85 Job 10:21-22, Jeremiah 13: 16 
86 Jeremiah 2:6 
87 Psalms 84:7; Inferno. JV:8 
88 Particular thanks to S.E. for this magnificent phrase. 
89 Inferno JV: 10 
90 Inferno IV:9 
91 Micah 4: 10, Isaiah 26: 17, Psalms 48:7 
92 Jeremiah 4:31 
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Now finally we had come to a decrepit bridge, 

and under it a river surged-seeing it 

one's heart rips and splits wide, 

my soul grew sick to tum around, 

And at the head of the bridge is a gate, 

and there a blazing sword revolves94
• 

And the man said to me 

"This is called the ( 40) Falling Gate95
, 

and all those banished from the world, 

destined to camp in Hell, 

this way lies before them. 96 

We shall not move on from here, 

not for an hour's time, or two! 

We shall see of those cast out from the world to come 

Many multitudes, all on the earth of but two "amoth,"97 

And how the Angels of Death drive them 

on the scorched earth, black as pitch! 

Then we shall inquire of their corruption, 

you shall see their end! 

Now you should not be astounded at their evils, 

their bone breaking pains, 

93 This pun on the words for "Crossing" and "Wrath" is an example oflmmanuel's 
wordplay. Indeed there are multiple levels to the play, for the words are similar in 
Hebrew and our protagonists are witnessing the "wrath of God" while "crossing over" 
into the netherworld. This line can be compared to Immanuel's Machberot IV: 1 and to 
Inferno III:122-124. 
94 Genesis 3:24, Deuteronomy 32:41, Ezekiel 21:20-21 
95 Inferno III: 112-117 
96 Inferno Ill: 123 
97 Numbers 11: 31. This is a small amount of space. 
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they are a perverse generation,98 

they have no faithful sons among them, 

for that, destruction awaits their hearts. 

And while we were still sitting there, 

( 45) a frightful voice was sounding, 

-32-

And lo, we heard a voice as that of one afflicted, 

and how it terrified us! The voice of many saying: 

"Our hope is abandoned, we are cut off, all ofus!"99 

And as we drew nearer we saw a charge 

of Evil-Angels passing through: 

they were dragging away the corpses 

by the hundreds and by the thousands.100 

In their passage over the gate-path 

they were saying to each of them, 

"Son of Man, who gorged on worldly songs, 

Drank the cups of God and men101 

and shunned the righteous edict! 

Now you shall vomit what you have swallowed,102 

reap the fruits of your deeds that you have sown.103 

Here you find the reward for your actions! 

Those who enter shall enter, 

those who seek to leave shall never (50) leave!"104 

98 Jeremiah 5:23, Deuteronomy 32:6 
99 Malachi 1 : 4 
100 1 Chronicles 13:1 
101 Isaiah 51: 17, 22 
102 Proverbs 23:6-8, Jeremiah 51:44 
103 Micah 6: 15 
104 b. Shabbat l 7a, compare with Inferno III: 9 
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Now those being dragged and dragged away 

did cry out in a bitter voice, 

they were groaning piercing groans, 

in their knowing that they suckled 

from the poisoned heads of vipers! 105 

Now the man said to me: 

Are you looking at this flock of the lost? 

Those prepared as targets for infernal darts? 

Return again and see up close 

some of the damned, 

like the stars of heaven in multitude! 106 

And when we had crossed over the bridge, 

we came to the depths of the earth, 

now all who saw me said to me 

"What breach have you brought upon yourself to breach thus?"107 

(55) And there we saw a great pyre, on charred earth, 
. 

its sparks were sparks from the flame of the fire of God, 108 

and killdled by conflagrations and forests, 

night and day it is not extinguished! 109 

Then my guide said to me "that is the pyre 

that like a torrent-river ofbrimstone110 consumes, 

which is for the souls of deep rebellion and apostacy, 

and if you would know the names of the wicked here and their brand; 

105 Job 20: 16 
106 Deuteronomy 1: 10, 10:22 
107 Genesis 38:29, Isaiah 30: 13 
108 Songs 8:6 
109 Isaiah 34: 10 
110 Isaiah 30:33, 
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look closely at the names engraved on their foreheads. m 

CANTOID112 

(59) And when I investigated along the pyre, 

I saw and beheld there the men of Sodom and Gomorrah.113 

And Esau who hath despised his 

(60) birthright,114and there I found Shimi Ben Gera,115 

there Ataliyah, who destroyed all the royal seed,116 

there Absalom benMakha,117 

there the Levite who stood in the house ofMikha.118 

There Achazya who fell upon the lattice-work.119 

There Sisera concealed beneath a mantle,120 

There Haman ben Hamdatha, oppressor of the Jews,121 

and there Amalek, who had enjoined battle on the Israelites 

in their places of resting. 122 

There Yazanyah berrShafan123 and Yoav124 

111 Exodus 28:38-39. This also refers to a midrashic tradition related to Ezekiel 3:7. 
112 At this point, Immanuel begins a catalog of personalities. If pressed to present the 
Tophet in a nutshell this section would make a good choice. Within this episodic 
framework it seems to stand well as a separate Canto. It is distinct and it presents the 
general theme of the whole poem. Also: Purgatorio IX: 112. 
113 Genesis 13: 13 
114 Genesis 25:31-36 
115 2 Samuel 16:5 
116 2 Kings 11:1 
117 2 Samuel 3:3, 16:22 
118 Judges 17:9 
119 1Kings22:52, 2 Kings 1:2 
120 Judges 4: 18 
121 Esther3: 1. Haman is a descendant of Amalek. 
122 Exodus 17: 1, Numbers 33: 14. Immanuel places Haman and Amalek together, in 
keeping with tradition, and displays a sophisticated form of amplification. 
123 Ezekiel 8: 11 
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Y oyakim and the men of Cozevah and Y oash and Saraf 

who were lords ofMoab. 125 

There Johanan ben Qareach125 

and Ya'a2enyah ben Hoshaeyah127 

and there Yishmael ben Netanya.128 

There (65) Pharoah Necho129and Pharoah Chefra130 

and there Gehazi the Leprous,131 

There Balaam ben Beor,132on account of Cozbi,133 

on account of Peor. 134 

There Aveelech ben Yeruba'al. 

There all the prophets that prophesied for Ba'al135
, 

(66)0ver there, Achitophel the Gilonite. 136 

There Sheva ben Bichri,137 the man on the right, 

Zimri ben Salooh,138prince of the house 

of the father ofLashmon. 

There Sanvalat the Horonite 
. 

and Tovia the servant and Amonite,139 

124 1Kings2:5; 2 Samuel 3:27, 8:10 
125 1 Chronicles 4:22 
126 2 Kings 25:23, Jeremiah 40:8 
127 Jeremiah 42: 1 
128 2 Kings 25:23, Jeremiah 41: 1 
129 2 Kings 23:29; 2 Chronicles 33:23-24; Jeremiah 46:1 
130 Jeremiah 44:30 
131 2 Kings 5:27 
132 Numbers 22:5-41, 23: 1-30, 31 :8; Micha 6:5; Jose 13:22 
133 Numbers 25:7 
134 Numbers 25:18 
135 Jeremiah 23: 13 
136 2Samuel15:12, 16:15 
137 2 Samuel 22: 1 
138 Numbers 25: 14 
139 Nehemiah 2: 10, 3:33-35 
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There Geshem the Arvvi140 and Naval the Carmelite,141 

Hophni and Pinchas the sons ofEli,142 

given to sewage,143 

paying for lying with women of station144, 

(70)There Ahav ben Kolayyah and Zadkiyahu ben Maaseyah 

from whom we learn the meaning of"Curse" 

darkness was close upon them. 145 

There Doeg the Edomite, 

the earth forget the memory of evil ones, 146 

who attacked eighty priests, mantled with linen! 147 

· There is Cain, who slew Abel, 148 

there Ahav and Jezebel. 149 

There Zedkiyah ben Chnaanah,150 

there Rekhev and V aanah, 

answering for their killing ofEsh-Bosheth.151 

There Zeevah the servant of Saul, who spied on Mephibosheth. 152 

There Ham, who looked upon the nakedness of his father, 

went with his urges, 

told his two brothers outside.153 

140 Nehemiah 2: 19 
141 1 Samuel 25:3-5; 2 Samuel 2:2-3 
142 1 Samuel 1:3 
143 2 Kings 10:27 
144 1 Samuel 2:22 
145 Jeremiah 29:21 
146 Psalms 34: 17 
147 1Samuel22:9, 18 
148 Genesis 4:8 
149 1Kings16:30-33; 20:1; 21:17 
150 1Kings22:11, 24; 2 Chronicles 18:10 
151 2 Samuel 4:1; 1Chronicles8:33 (pun: "Killing of a man! Shame!") 
152 2 Samuel 4:4; 9:2; 16: 1; 19:28 
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There the daughters of Lot, they took seed from their father. 154 

(75)There Pashur ben Imer the Priest, 155 

there Sihon the king of the Amorites,156 

the sons of Seir the Horite,157there Og, the king ofBashanl 158 

Let his smoke rise like the smoke ofa fumace! 159 

There N'vuzaradan, master of slaughter, 160 

and lo! Senacharib161 and Nevuchad-Nezer, 

who destroyed the house oftheLORD.162 

There Berah, king of Sodom and Birsha,163 

There Kushan Rishatayyim164 and there, Meishah! 165 

There! Titus the wicked! 166 

There Ahlman, Sheshei and Talmi, sons of the Anak! 167 

And there is Antiochus--may he nurse from the viper's head! 168 

There was R'huum, lord of decrees and Shimshei the Scribe.169 

There is Shlomit, the cursed daughter ofDivri! 170 

There Uziyah, king of Judah,(80) with his leprous forehead! 171 

153 Genesis 9:22 
154 Genesis 19:36-38 
155 Jeremiah 20: 1 
156 Numbers 32:23; Deuteronomy 22:24 
157 Genesis 36:20; 1 Chronicles 1 :38 
158 Deuteronomy 3: 1; Psalms 135: 11; 136:20 
159 Genesis 19:28; Exodus 19:18 
160 or "Chief Executioner" 2 Kings 25:8; Jeremiah 39:9; 52:12 
161 2Chronicles32:1; 2 Kings 18: 13; 19: 1-37 
162 2 Kings 24: 1; 25: 1; Jeremiah 52: 1 
163 Genesis 14:2 
164 Judges 3:8 
165 2 Kings 3:4 
166 Titus was responsible for the destruction of the second Temple in 70 c.e. 
167 Joshua 15:14; Judges 1:10; Numbers 13:23 
168 Daniel 7: 8; 11: 36 
169 Ezra4:8-9; 17; 23 
170 Leviticus 24:11 
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and there Hiyel house ofHaeli, who built Jericho,172 

there Yeroboam ben Nevat, damned for his golden calves 

and for the new thing which he devised on his own.173 

There, thousands of the priests of high places, 

there the wicked wives without number174 

and, at their head, the wife of Po ti phar. 175 

There is Amon, 176 who is a heretic 

since he despised the word of God 

and ignored His commandments. 

There is Yehoakeem ,177 who profited in sin, 

there Amon on and Y onadav ben Shimah his associate.178 

There is Peninah who so enraged Hannah, 1 79 

and there is S'chem ben Hamor, who tormented Dinah.180 

There is Yehoash, in the blood ofZechariyah 181 

yonder Ahaz ben Yotam (85) ben Uziyah.182 

There is Baasha ben Ahiyah,183 

and there Azariyah ben Amaziah.184 

And there Yehoyakim,185 he extorts and oppresses, 

171 2 Chronicles 26: 16-23; Leviticus 13:30 
172 Joshua 6:26; 1 Kings 16:34 
173 1 Kings 11:26; 12:28-33; 14: 16; 15:30 
174 Battistoni gives 'donne perverse' pg. 15 
175 Genesis 39:6-20 
176 2Kings 21:19-26; 2 Chronicles 33:21-25 
177 2 Chronicles 36:5-8; 2 Kings 23:34-35 
178 2 Samuel 13:3 
179 1Samuel1:2-8 
180 Genesis 34:1-3 
181 2 Chronicles 24: 19-22 
182 2 Chronicle 27:2-9; 28: 1 
183 1 Kings 15:33-34; 16: 1-6 
184 2Kings 15:1 
185 2 Kings 24: 6, 13 
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and Zimri who ruled in Tirzah, 186 

There was the foolish Merodech187 the seducer, 

There Belshazzar, grasping frantically 

at the burning coals upon his head, 188 

for he had brought out the vessels 

of the house of the LORD. 

He a drunk; the rule of his land: his wives. 

The kingdom's nobility: his consorts and concubines! 

There Canaan189 the cursed, 

his sins are stored up, his iniquities bound. 

They will grind him with a mortar and he'll stew in a pot. 190 

There those murderous enemies of Judah and Benjamin, 

that protested and opposed (90) the builders.191 

There Aristotle, shamed and mute-

He believed in the pre-existence of the world. 

There! Galen, the first of the healers, 
" 

because things he said did not agree 

with the teaching of Moses, the lord of the prophets.192 

There sits Avunazar,193his day cut down, 

For he unites the human intellect 

with the individual intellect, 

186 2 Kings 16:8 
187 2 Kings 25:27; Jeremiah 52:31 
188 Jeremiah 23: 19; 1 Samuel 25:39; Psalms 7: 17 
189 1Kings22:11,24-25; 2 Chronicles 18:10 
190 Numbers 11 :8; Isaiah 63:3 
191 Ezra4: 1; Nehemiah 3:36-38 
192 This is almost certainly meant satirically. Immanuel was educated in and appreciative 
of classical thought and the healing arts. 
193 a.k.a Al Farabi 
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An old crone's ramblings! 

He believed in the transmigration too 

Of lost souls, those cut off from among their people: 

he said that others might take their place. 

There is Plato, chief of the philosophers 

for he said, to the heretic and unbeliever, 

reality exists (95) outside the mind! 

He thought his words were words of prophecy! 

There is Hippocrates, for he sought profit from his learning 

and he hid his books of medicine! 

There Ibn Sina, 194 brought to mockery, 

for saying that people might have been born 

of something less human a long time ago, 

and the mountains were formed through natural means. 

Ifhe would just remain silent! 

He was carried away believing in 
. 

the pre-existence of the world! 

And there are people without number, 

dead in times both near and remote, 

the young and old, who cannot be counted for their multitude. 

194 Ibn Sina (d. 1037) was a major figure in medieval Islamic thought. He was neoplatonic 
in outlook and influenced, among others, Al Farabi. 
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CANTO IV195 

(100) And when we had gone from that place 

we looked and beheld a boiling cauldron, 

suspended by cords,196and within it were copper 

and iron, tin and lead, 197 and a voice was saying, 

"Place the cauldron, place it upon the burning coals, prepare the wild beasts! 11198 

For here was an army, of adulterous women, ensnared by their perversity. 199 

They do not want eternal life, they shall be put to shame! 

The voice still spoke, they passed by like a Negev sandstorm. 200 

They were cowering, disgraced and devastated, 

crying out like doves of the valley, 201 

tears on their cheeks. Their warbling is akin 

to the voice of the (105) dove, 202 

they beat upon their breasts. 203 Behold! 

Flights of Evil Angels threw 'em204 in the boiling cauldron! 

195 As the poem moves to a new location it is a change of scene, and a new episode or 
"canto" begins. The previous canto, a catalog of the damned, ends with a series of 
scientific or philosophical figures guilty of apostasy. There is a change of category here 
as well, and this new theme is adultery. 
196 Jeremiah 1: 13 
197 Ezekiel 22: 18-22 
198 Ezekiel 24: 1, 3-5 
199 The women remain anonymous and are identified only by the class they represent. 
This stands in sharp contrast to Dante's treatment of the lustful in Inferno V: 61-62. 
There, Virgil identifies and describe some female members ofa group of"camal sinners". 
Immanuel does not describe individual members of his "army of women." 
200 Isaiah 21 : 1 
201 Job 39: 13-15 
202 Ezekiel 7:16; Isaiah 59: 11 
203 Nahum 2: 8 
204 The Hebrew text here has a masculine pronoWl. The women are treated grammatically 
as masculine. 
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Those in the cauldron, they simmered like meat which is stewed,205 

and a terrible voice screamed out above them: 

"You did not want the honey of heaven on high, 

so take for yourselves from the well of destruction!" 

Snares, Terror and the Pit! 206 Eat and be sated 

from the honey of the lowest reaches ofHell! 207 

CANTOV208 

We traveled on from there, and came to a deep chasm. 

Chaos, confusion and calamity! 209 

One hears within it only the voice of weeping 

and the (110) sound of screaming. 

Within it were lions and leopards, 

scorpions of every color. 

My guide said to me, "This is called The Waste Land"210 

. 
and by another name: "The Under-Hell." 

This was the place of men who played dice,211 

who said ,"God will not see!"212 

205 Micah 3:3 
206 Jeremiah 48:43-44; Psalms 9: 16-17 
207 Proverbs 1 : 31 
208 A new scene begins, and a new level of Hell is reached. 
209 Nahum 2: 11 
210 or "The Land of Oblivion" 
211 Here is an example of what I refer to as Immanuel's spiritual maturity. HaR.omi lost 
his fortune at the hands of gamblers. Given an opportunity to publicly shame those that 
harmed him he condemns their type instead. This might reflect HaRomi' s positive view 
of communal salvation (damnation in reverse) over individual salvation. Such an attitude 
would be consistent with nonnative Jewish philosophy. Dante, coming from a place of 
personal salvation, focuses strongly on the personal in Hell. 
212 Jeremiah 12:4; Ezekiel 8: 12 
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How their blood is steeped in fantasy! 

Therefore the hand of God is sore upon them, 

upon their souls, their bodies! 

They tum to cry to Heaven 

for sake of their gaming, 

curse God in their mouths and in their hearts, 

as though their vessels sat empty. 

Therefore their actions shall be measured 

and returned to their bosom, without pity, 

on the Day ofVengeance.213 

CANTOVI214 

(115)And when we had gone from that place, 

and arrived at another found in the Inferno: 

I saw a man, of the mighty on Earth, breached by sufferings21s 

and his skin was rolled back upon itself 

His face was ruined. 216 Burning in fire, 

Flame ate at him yet he was not consumed.21 7 

He recognized me and I recognized him! 

In days past, he had loved me and I him218 

213 Proverbs 16:33 
214 Another new location in the Inferno signals a new episode. What follows is the first 
personal encounter Immanuel has with someone he knew on Earth. Here a particular if 
anonymous soul relates his story. This storytelling is not unlike what Dante's, or 
Chaucer's, characters do. 
215 Psalms 102:4; Purgatorio XXIII: 24 
216 Purgatorio XXIII: 43 
217 Exodus 3:2 
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when he saw me going about, walking and observing, 

a deep sigh spilled from his body, and he said to me, 

"What are you doing here, and for whom have you here come?219 

Is it possible that you have fallen, as the sons of the wicked fall? 

You too, are sick like us? Have you become like we are?"220 

And then the man who held my right arm said221
, " 

Behold (120) we swear by my great might that this man, 

who I protect as the apple of my eye,222 

is not like one of you! 

Even when he runs, he will not stumble! "223 

So I questioned this man, who was burning in the fire of the Inferno, 

and I said to him, "Tell me please, you in pain and who suffers, 

what matter brought you to this station? 

You were chief among the sons of your generation, the jeweled crown! 

And now, how is it you are far from salvation and peace?" 

And the man answered from the storm, 

from the burning fire, in a bitter voice, 

and he raised his voice and cried: "Woe me! 

The bitterness, the one in anguish and in distress! 

My soul mourns for me, and (125) my flesh pains me! 224 

How very foolish I was, when I built a home 

218 Purgatorio XXIII: 116 
219 Judges I8:3;PurgatorioXXIII :52-54 
no Isaiah 14: 10 
221 Psalms 63:9; Inferno III:19 
222 Isaiah 42:6-7; Deuteronomy 32: 1 O; Psalms 17: 8; Proverbs 7:2 
223 Proverbs 3: 23; Hosea 14: 10 
224 Job 30:30 
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and palace225 in a place I can not dwell upon! 

If only I could have built it in Heaven, 

founded it upon the highest mountains! 

Cursed am I, for I was a worthless shepherd,226 

leaving my followers to others.227 

I glorified my own deeds, and never did I say 

Where is my LORD, my God, my Maker?228 

I made for myself gardens and orchards, 229 

and gathered for myself much silver and gold, 

wealth, properties,230 plump swans 

and the finest of trinkets. Yet I forgot 

to protect the dispossessed, 231 refused to give bread (130) to the poor. 232 

Oh, to how many vain and unscrupulous 

men did I show loving-kindness, and have them feast at my table? 

Instead of engaging in the study of testimony and laws,233 

I ate of the fat and drank of the sweet. For in exchange of good deeds, 
. 

mine was the sweet fruit, strong wine and bright wool. 

As for Torah and Witnessing', I said that these things held no light.234 

I said to myself, "I'm going up to Heaven,"235 yet I have fallen wondrously! 236 

225 Ecclesiastes 2: 4 
226 Zachariah 11:15-17 
227 Psalms 49: 12; Ezekiel 34:2 
228 Micha 7: 10; Jeremiah 2:8 
229 Ecclesiastes 2:5; Isaiah 1 :29 
230 Ecclesiastes 2: 8 
231 Genesis 15: 1 
232 Job 22:7 
233 Genesis 26:5; Deuteronomy 4:5-6; Jeremiah 44: 10 
234 Isaiah 8:20 
235 Jeremiah 46:8 
236 Isaiah 14: 13-15; Job 28; 18; 30:26 
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Time has ensnared me,237 and I was trapped,238 

like the weaver of webs. I entangled my life,239 

and prepared my bed in darkness, 

and now mourn the depth of my fall 

beneath the One I did not serve, 

(135) Ifl am to perish, I shall perish! 240 

I deserted my possession, 

nothing remains to show for my labors. 241 

What profit have I gained? I have worked for emptiness! 242 

As I have bereft, I am bereaved! 

Who drove me to acquire things, domestic 

and foreign, compulsively gather property? 

I had neither son nor daughter, nor inheritor nor heir, 

no relative that I would wish for his benefit.243 

I left it all to the one who will lie with my wife, 

upon my very platform bed he shall mount and ride! 

How did I not give of my wealth: to wed the widowed244 

and grieving women;245 to quench with fine oil the souls 

237 Ezekiel 11:3; Micah 7:11 
238 Job 29:18; 30:26 
239 Isaiah 38:12 
240 Esther 4: 16 
241 Ecclesiastes 2:10; Habakkuk 2:9-13 
242 Isaiah 26: 18; Proverbs 30:4; Ecclesiastes 5: 15 
243 Ecclesiastes 4: 8 
244 Immanuel is displaying a strong social conscience here. The wealthy man here laments 
that he did not help widowed women by providing a dowry for them and helping secure 
them new spouses. This would have been a real concern in Immanuel's day and there 
were many young widows left to fend for themselves when their husbands died. 
Immanuel, while irreverent, was a committed and faithful mosaic and maimonidean Jew. 
Such an approach to charity is highly regarded by these schools of thought. 
245 I . h 1 ·?3 .Sala ..... 
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of the orphan and waif? 246 What was I thinking, 

to secure myself with a fortress in the (140) mortal world247 

and build in Heaven neither house nor courtyard? 

How I have learned that "The task is great and the day is short! "248 

Therefore I now reap what I have sown, 

Behold, in the hands of my oppressors, 

I am as clay in the hand of the fashioner,249 

In a narrow place where there is no way to tum to the right or left. 

And because I had no compassion for the poor yesterday~ 

no man today has compassion for me.250 

I had no grandchild among my people or great grandson: 

what cause had I, not to bring joy to the heart of the widow? 

For all that I spent on my windows, 

I could have wed how many widows?251 

Woe is mine! A heart of vanity turned me away, 

a cloak (145) of pride has covered me. 

I sought to build a temple like the mighty, 

with strong clear windows to gaze out of, 

to fill it with much treasure, 

to show its beauty to ministers and gentry. 

I thought my works would make me greatest 

of the sons of my people,~ 52 for I said, 

246 Job 22:9 
247 Psalms 49: 17-18 
248 Avot 2:20 
249 Jeremiah 18:6; Lamentations 4:2 
250 Judges 1 :7 
251 The reiteration of this concern leads one to suspect that Immanuel knew of a wealthy 
man who would not help a young widow. This episode may well be based on a real 
person, but he remains anonymous, reflecting certain sensitivity in Immanuel. 



"I have no son, so now, in the future, 

my name will be remembered!" 

Now, I thought my wife would dip 

into the Mikveh waters for my sake.253 

She has immersed therein before another, 

to my embarrassment and shame! 

-48-

I planted a vineyard but I shall not glean it. 254 

I have seen it all and had no foresight. 

I established a sanctuary and did not dedicate it.255 

I had olives in all my groves but I did not (150) press oil.256 

Those that watched while I built the palace said, 

"How fortunate!" They did not know that I would leave it 

to one who shall come after me.257 

I did not lodge there even temporarily. 

I began its construction and another has completed it. 258 

I did not know that my name would be 

cut off from among my brothers, and from its place at the gate! 259 

And what is the purpose for my building such a grand house of furnished floors, 

and gilded the bolts with silver and gold, 260 

and I filled my house and treasury with flowers, 

the bounty of the sunlight and the produce of the moon's glow.261 

2521 Kings 6:4 
253 Psalms 69:8 
254 Deuteronomy 6:11-12; 20:5-7; 28:30; Micah 6:15; Zephaniah 1:13 
255 Amos 9: 14 
259 Deuteronomy 28:39-40 
257 Ecclesiastes 2: 18; Isaiah 65 :21 
258 Amos 5: 11 
259 Ruth 4: 10; Proverbs 10:7; 12:7 
260 2 Chronicles 3:7 
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I have not father nor brothers, no sons nor daughters. 

I bore no gifts or sweets for (155) the orphan or widow, 

for the abandoned wives, the anguished and oppressed, 

those convulsed with hunger at the end of every thoroughfare. 262 

Now, two years after my death, 

these wicked things revisited me. 

two men affrighted me, 

and brought me up --out of my grave,263 

and bore me on the wings of eagles,264 

and brought me to the city of Ancona, 263 

to the midst of my palace! 

Now to myself! thought, 

"Perhaps this is the end of days arrived, 

God has forgiven the sins of the multitude 

and will strike the evildoers! 266 

Maybe from this day forward I shall be comforted!"267 

(160)Now I was dweiling on this thought and that, 

when they said to me, "Listen! It is not as you think, 

you wicked man, for you are seated upon scorpions! 

From evil unto evil you are going, 

More bitter than death is what you shall find!"268 

261 Deuteronomy 33: 14 
262 Lamentations 2: 19 
263 Ezekiel 37:12-14; Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15: 1Kings21:10 
264 Exodus 19:4; Proverbs 23:4-5 
265 Immanuel represented the community of Ancona in their ill-fated appeal to the Jewish 
leadership in Rome for tax relief. 
266 Exodus 34:7; Numbers 14: 18; Ecclesiastes 5:6 
267 Psalms 88: 11 
268 Ecclesiastes 5:6 
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And when I heard that, the light before me went dark. 

I gave my hand to them and I was drawn behind them, 

so we came to the house of immersion. 

There they showed me my wife, and her new husband. 

I saw her removing her embroidered clothes, 269 

her new husband stood before her, 

in the very pool of waters I had 

constructed for attendant-women! 270 

And while I watched, she dipped therein271 

(165) and my eyes began to weep. 

I suffered from pains and sorrows 

the mouth cannot bear to speak of, 

nor the ear receive. There they said to me, 

"What is the matter with you, man of wickedness? 

If you run with footmen and are fatigued, 

how shall you contend with the cavalry?272 

If watching your wife immerse, you stand shaken, 

you will go crazy seeing this next sight!" 

And they brought me to the bedchamber. 

While my eyes swept back and forth, 

I saw there a freshly made bed. 

My wife, with her new husband, lay thereupon, 

plump and voluptuous,273 

269 Ezekiel 16: 10, 15-16 
270 1 Samuel 2:22 
271 1 Kings 22:38 
272 Jeremiah 12:5 
273 Deuteronomy 32: 14 
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his left hand lay beneath (170) her head while his right embraced her. 274 

And a voice called out: "You shall engage a woman, 

and another man will lie with her;"275 

It was as though fire from on high was sent 

into my bones, and it was melting them. 

And afterward they brought me here, 

bewildered and astounded, as my lord sees, 

now my soul pours out before me, 

I cannot tum to side or side.276 

My sin and my guilt have made a snare for my steps,277 

brought rot into my bones.278 

Now at noon my skies blacken,279 

and what was gathered by my fathers 

and the fathers of my fathers 

I abandoned in half my days. 280 

Naked from my mother's womb I emerged, 
. 

and naked I returned, to leave as I arrived. 281 

(175) Nothing at all have I gained from·my labors, 

save for the tattered rags that fell to my lot.282 

My estate has been turned to strangers, my houses to aliens.283 

274 Songs 2:6; 8:3 
275 Deuteronomy 28:30 
276 Ezekiel 4:8 
277 Psalms 140:6; Proverbs 5:22; Lamentations 1:13 
278 Proverbs 12:4; 14:30 
279 Jeremiah 4:28; 15:9; Amos 8:9 
280 Psalms 102:25; Jeremiah 17: 11 
281 Battistoni cites Ibn Gabirol, La Corona Regal; Job 1 :21; 27: 19 
282 Psalms 49: 14 
283 Lamentations 5 :2 

l,1 
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What good has it done me to build a summer home 

and a winter house, 284 when all have turned their back to me? 

In place of the bath and baking oven, 285 I see a river of fire. 

Instead of the wine cup wrought in the form of a tulip286 

I see tongues of fire and oven smoke.287 

And my fists are full of toil and the blackening soot of the forge. 288 

And instead of the birds that were around me, 

I see a great and fearful darkness falling upon me.289 

And where I had drunk the sweet drinks and ate the delicacies 

and before me appeared regal men,290 I stumble at (180) 

noontime as though in darkness, and like the dead among the vigorous. 291 

And in the place of plump swans, I am seen as sheep at pasture.292 

Sorrow yet does cover me as waters cover the ocean, 

and to replace a freshly made bed, I make the howl ofjackals,293 

and mourn like the Ostrich-whelp.294 In the evening, 

I shall lie down crying, and face the morning wailing. 

And instead of horns. of ivory and bone,295 and gold and many pearls, 

and drinking from golden vessels and taking service from service 

of many kinds; rings, nose-rings, sublime treasures, fields and vineyards-

284 Amos 3: 15 
285 Jeremiah 36:22 
286 1 Kings 7:26 
287 Genesis 19:28 
288 Exodus 9:8-10; Ecclesiastes 4:6; Numbers 19:17; Malachi 3:19 
289 Genesis 15: 12 
290 Psalms 68:32 
291 Deuteronomy 28:29; Isaiah 59: 9-10 
292 Jeremiah 2: 16 
293 Micah 1: 8 
294 Inverse oflsaiah 65: 19 
295 Ezekiel 27: 15 



-53-

I will but see a dunghill, thunder, lightning and angry visages. 

In the place of royal balconies, sackcloth and ( 185) ashes will I take. 296 

In place of parapets and terraces, my name is cut off from among its nation.297 

In place of a majestic porch, I shall sit in shame 

and be humiliated,298 mine is eternal disgrace! 

In place of siege-walls, towers built for arms,299 

birds and animals of every kind, 

there is for me the depths of a pit, 300 

desolations and loftiness! 301 

And in place of the choice flour and wheat,302 

dolphin skins and cedar wood, I am bound to planks. 

My soul I lay down with lions, ravenous in flame! 

I see nothing but the sacrificed and slaughtered: 

those brought to death, and shaking before the sword. 303 

Instead of dwelling in my house-

crushed by scorners and evil men! 

(190) And all mouths utter profane gibberish! 304 

Here is the fire, the wood, I am the sheep for sacrifice! 305 

The dew of my youth from the womb had been clear, 306 

now my skin is black as the dark before dawn. 

296 Esther 4:3 
297 Ruth 4: 10 
298 Isaiah 44:9 
299 Songs 4:4 
300 Proverbs 23: 27 
301 Lamentations 3:47 
302 Deuteronomy 32: 14 
303 Psalms 44:23; Jeremiah 12:3 
304 Proverbs 2: 12 
305 Genesis 22: 7 
306 Psalms 110: 3 



The fire is eating both ends of me. 

My innards are buming,307 

and it shall be this way tomorrow. 308 

Who can reprieve the happenings 

on those overlooked days of my life, 
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that I might not be brought to this punishment! 

Go, and speak to those who yet live;309 

of what happens to the dead, and their distress, 

so they might understand their end! 

CANTOVIl 

From there we traveled and beheld a gathering of blind persons,310 

of them I recognized one hundred or so and twenty, 

people who (195) were wise and eminent, 

renowned in their tdbes; Captains ofisrael's thousands, they. 

Then he who held my right hand spoke to me: 

By your life, my eye's delight-these people are weary from missteps, 

for they had eyes for seeing but did not see! 311 

They knew the merits of wisdom and it's value 

and did not see light in her illumination!312 

307 Job 20:26 
308 Job 30:30 
309 This line provides urgency for Immanuel's message of repentance, and he becomes a 
messenger of eschatological proportions. 
310 Ecclesiastes 2: 13-14; Isaiah 59: 10 
311 Isaiah42:18-20; Ezekiel 12:2 
312 Isaiah 60:1; Psalms 36: 10 
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They used their wisdom for notoriety 

and they were famous upon the earth. 313 

They shamed the pleasant: wisdom-learning; 

Now, at noontime they shall feel their way like the owl,314 

staggering as though they had no eyes! 315 

And the notoriety that stuck to them, loving them? 

It has gone, outside the camp. 

. t (200) And so it is that their delights evaporate like water, 
i 

those that lay with their wives on ivory beds? 

These things have abandoned them, 

they are cursed to be made the target of arrows. 

This day they are devoid of every empty pleasure, 

they are wasted by their wasting,316 

in their sin they now decay. 317 

CANTO VIII 

From there we traveled, and beheld a man, 

aged and imposing to my gaze. 

They had set him for a target,. 

and upon his head a crown of thorns and nestles. 

They had placed human shit in his nose for scent, 318 

they chastised him with whips and scorpions.319 

313 Psalms 49: 12 
314 Job 5: 14 
315 Isaiah 42: 16 
316 Jeremiah 48:12 
317 Isaiah 34:3 
318 Genesis 2:7 



And many (205) had beset him, 

they spilled his bile upon the earth320 

and a vicious serpent bites off his prick! 
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To the heights of a tall tower they bring him up, 

from there they cast him down upon the rock-face. 

Once they burned him in strange fire. 321 

Once the night wolves tore him apart. 322 

Once a bronze bow pierced him, 

once rivers of pitch and sulfur swept him away. 

Once a torrent of evildoers overcome him, 

once they strike him against the horns of wild oxen;323 

They break his neck as though he were the first-born of a donkey. 324 

From light to darkness they push him, 

Once they sling him, like a stone, from a sling. 325 

And they say to him: "You loved all evil words! 

Happy they who (210) grasp you and cast you upon the rockl"326 

. 
They strike him with a battering ram and give him no respite. 

All day long, through the night, they shall never cease. 

They will forever devote each day to renewing his sufferings. 

And in my witnessing these terrible afflictions, 

I was shocked by the sound, stunned from the sight, 327 and I spoke: 

319 1 Kings 12: 11, 14 
320 Job 16: 13 
321 Leviticus 10: 1-2; Numbers 3:4 
322 Zephaniah 3:3; Ezekiel 22:27 
323 Psalms 22:22; Deuteronomy 33: 17 
324 Exodus 34:20 
325 1 Samuel 25:29 
326 Psalms 137:9 
327 Isaiah 21: 3 
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"Who is this man that this great distress has befallen him?" 

Then my guide spoke: 

"Is it possible that you do not know who this one is?" 

And I said, "No, my lord!" and he said to me, 

"This is that rebellious, scornful and deceptive man, 

in the past his name was called 'Master.' 

No wicked one has been seen (215) to rival him 

since the days of The Destruction. 

He did not study for the sake of knowledge. 

He, Amon, incurred much guilt. 328 

He had no fill of fornication, 

drew near to fornicate with every beast! 329 

Therefore wickedness has caught up with him. 

This is the man who with wine forfeited his reward, 

with his abominations twisted the Law of Moses. 

And to do evil in the eyes of his Lord, this man has committed himself. 330 

. 
He profaned the sacred of God, which is loved, 

husbanded the daughter of a foreign god.331 

He erred with alien things and he embraced the arms of a stranger. 

He did not leave alone the foreign maidservant, or the Ammonite, 

Moabite,332 Jewish, Christian, or Egyptian handmaiden! 

He hid from criticism and broke the covenant! 333 

(220) Therefore his end shall be: his soul cut off 

328 2 Chronicles 33:23 
329 Exodus 22: 18; Inferno I: 100 
330 1Kings21:20 
331 Malachai 2: 11 
332 1 Kings 11: 1 
333 Malachai 2: 14; Deuteronomy 29: 12, 24; Psalms 78: 10; Hosea 6:7 
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from those who fear and tremble. And also, 

without knowing, he did not leave alone the menstruant,334 

the post-partem, the diseased or the leprous.335 

Also, the she-ass going out enburdened,336 

The mouth of the pig, the "mouth" of the anus, 

the lowly servant, the indentured maid,337 

the fool, the madwoman, the wicked Atalyahu,338 

the whore that craves it in her mouth, 

the lame and the limping, the pregnant one 

squatting to give birth, every woman who has known a man 

who lies with males, from J ahaz, Kedemoth and Mephaath, 3 39 

was not successfully inseminated by them and 

are known throughout the land. 

Therefore, it is not to wonder 

if he should drink (225) the dregs from the cup of reeling. 340 

He was acquainted with his Maker 

and intentionally rebelled against him. 

He sinned and caused ten thousand others to sin, 

the sins of the many are hung upon him. 

His face is covered with his own cream, 341 

he is Antiochus in his actions and Haman in his thoughts; 

He is Jeroboam with his golden calves, Menashe342with his sword. 

334 Leviticus 15:32; 18:19 
335 Leviticus 14:34 
336 Leviticus 18:23 
337 Exodus 21: 6; Deuteronomy 15: 17 
338 2 Chronicles 24:7; 2 Kings 8:26 
339 Joshua 13:18 
340 Ezekiel 23:32-34 
341 Job 15:27 
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He profaned The Name these days and years, 

his wickedness and blasphemies, recent and remote, 

are recorded in The Book. Go and tell this fool 

who is tempted, how Hell has been prepared since yesterday. 

He will drink from the wrath of the Almighty, 

not be comforted nor shown mercy, 

like the cities that the LORD overturned without pity. 343 

For he denied God on high (230) and he brought forth 

those who think evil of the Lord. He gives false counsel 

and he shall know the likes of hail 

and flame itself consumed by fire, 344 snare, terror and pit! 345 

And should any come to advocate as witness for him saying, 

"Redeem him from descent into the pit! "345 

Their fruit shall be cut off from above, their roots from below. 

He shall answer for his impudent soul's persistent revolt! 347 

342 2 Chronicles 33:1; 2 Kings 21:1 
343 Deuteronomy 29:22 
344 Exodus 9:24; Psalms 148:8 
345 Isaiah 24: 17-18; Jeremiah 48:43 
346 Job 33:24 
347 Amos 2:9; Malachi 3: 19; 2 Kings 19:30 
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A COMPARJSON OF WORKS 

Immanuel's poem displays no obvious structure in terms of books or cantos. I believe 

that logical breaks in the action and narrative provide the work an inherent structure. The 

division of Tophet into Inferno-like cantos was based on my subjective reading and is in 

no way meant to suggest or reflect the intent oflmmanuel. It seemed a way to establish a 

common structural denominator and this is important when discussing comparative and 

relative sizes of two works. 

Inferno is the "largest" book in the Commedia, having XXXIV Cantos. Purgatorio and 

Paradiso each have XXXIII. In comparison, Immanuel's Tophet is much larger than its 

sister poem, Eden. Dante establishes a sense of balance in the structure of his work. 

Immanuel imagines a larger Hell, a Heaven large enough for the righteous of all the nations. 

Dante's structure reflects neo-classical and Pythagorean aesthetics. Immanuel's 

sometimes feels like a Purim Shpiel and it may well have served this function. 

One way to compare the two works is to consider them as entertainments demonstrating 

and instructing toward a good and proper way to live: as pseudo-religious texts, fit for 

study. In some ways they are reformulations of scripture. John Hollander points out 

another way in which Dante imitates the religious in his essay on Dante's use of allegory: 

"Dante, faced with the strong opposition of theologians to the idea that secular literature 
had any meaningful claim to purvey truth, made a bold decision. Rather than employ the 
allegory of the poets, which admitted, even insisted, that the literal sense of a work was 
untrue, he chose to employ the allegory of the theologians, with the consequence that 
everything recounted in the poem as having actually occurred is to be treated as 
'historical, 'since the poet insistently claims that what he relates is nothing less than 
literally true "348 

348 John Hollander, "Dante's use of Allegory" (Princeton Dante Project) 
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Indeed, Dante went even further, suggesting that the four levels of biblical interpretation 

made popular by Thomas Aquinas349 be applied to the Commedia. Immanuel's primary 

link to sacred text is the text itself. Immanuel used the very words of scripture; Dante 

uses the meta-language of the Bible as well, drawing upon its conceits and themes350
• 

Both poets wished to invoke the scriptures in the minds of their readers. Dante wished 

to do so to make a point and give his work sacred authority. Immanuel wished to do so 

because it showed off his knowledge: to do so was a common form of entertainment 

among Jewish and Islamic intellectuals. Immanuel's poem is prophetic in tone, containing 

strong messages calling for social and religious reform as well as for individual repentance. 

However, his use of biblical language is insufficient reason to conclude Immanuel wished 

his message to be taken seriously. What HaRomi says and how he says it are far more 

important in this regard. 

The most obvious difference between the two poems is language; Dante writes in Italian, 

HaRomi in Hebrew. Despite the lingual difference between the two poems, scripture 

· figures prominently in both works. How these poets use religious literature differently 

can tell us something about their respective theologies, formations and opinions. The 

morals their didactic allegories seek to promote are founded in a common heritage 

represented by the Jewish scriptures. Observing how these morals are described and 

demonstrated by the two works is a way to discover and explore differences and 

similarities between Jewish and Christian eschatology in the fourteenth century. What 

scriptures are used, where and when they appear in a work can be easily determined. 

Why certain scriptural references are chosen is a question that remains unanswerable. 

349 Aquinas' thesis and Dante's are remarkably similar to that oflbn Ezra (d. @1169). 
Leone Romano knew both men's works, as did Immanuel. 
350 In this sense, his "interweaving" is truly similar in principle and tradition to that of the 
many literary ancestors he shared with Ilmnanuel. 
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The pattern of choices made by HaRomi might suggest something about his personality 

and textual interests. Sometimes he uses quotes from the same section of scripture in 

close proximity to each other or in order of their appearance in the bible. Other times he 

exhibits no rhyme or reason for choices he makes. Further study might suggest something 

about HaRomi's method of composition. It is plainly seen that HaRomi uses a great deal 

of scripture in his poem. Peter Hawkins discusses Dante's use of Biblical text, in the 

essay, "Dante and the Bible." Among the observations Hawkins makes are different 

ways in which the Bible surfaces in the Commedia. Sometimes a reference is explicit, at 

other times allusion. An example of this kind is found in the very first line of the Inferno, 

when Dante refers to "the middle of our life". It is believed that Dante was thirty-five 

years of age when he wrote this line, making seventy years the lifespan of a man. This 

would be as written in the book of Psalms,351 "Three score and ten are the years of a 

man". Immanuel's poem begins with the poet having "Sixty of my years now passed". 

It seems Immanuel also sets himself in the middle of life but his measure is the one 

hundred twenty years Jewish lore allots to the fully righteous. 352 

. 
With regard to the explicit use of scripture, a comparison of Dante to HaRomi is difficult. 

HaRoini's poem is a literary mosaic, a single cohesive work composed of thousands of 

individual fragments. A great many of those fragments are shards and chips from books 

of the Tanakh. HaRomi is influenced in this by the Arabic use of Qu'ranic verses, out of 

context, in secular poetry. Dante chooses a significantly different structure for his 

poems. Though Dante cites the Bible or alludes to it often his poem is largely 

constructed of "new" language. Where HaRomi quotes Exodus over a dozen times in his 

Tophet alone, Dante cites the book but once, in the Commedia. 353 Despite this, biblical 

themes such as the exodus from Egypt figure prominently in Dante's work Furthermore, 

351 Psalm 90: 10,. Tradition holds that Moses wrote this psalm. Moses lived to 120. 
352 Based on the lifespan of Moses. 
353 Exodus 33:19 in Paradiso XXV: 55-56 (Hawkins, 'Dante and the Bible' pg. 12-1) 
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Dante's references to Bible are weighted, with the fewest found in Inferno and the most in 

Paradiso. This is taken to indicate Dante's belief that Scripture, being divine, would 

belong among the saints and not the sinners. Immanuel's attitude differs from that of 

Dante. Immanuel distributes "samples" of Tanakh liberally throughout both Hell and 

Heaven. This "interweaving" of biblical text is known as Shibuts and is a standard feature 

of Maqamat. 354 Because of this, it is difficult to determine Immanuel's opinion on his 

subject based solely on his use of scripture. HaRomi' s tone is reportorial, when not 

consciously prophetic. His personal feelings on the matter might be described in a 

separate poem, translated by Allan Corre: 

A Little Thought 

A casual little thought just came to me -
Heaven I'd hate. I'd rather go to Hell, 

Where I'd find honey, other sweets as well, 
For gorgeous women, ardent girls I'd see. 

In Heaven loverless I'd surely be. 
It's full of withered crones, as I've heard tell -

Blacker than pitch, covered with fetters/ell: 
. Their company would give my soul no glee. 

Heaven, you're naught to me, since you embrace 
The ugly women and the bashful guys: 
And so you are as nothing in my eyes. 

Hell, you're full of majesty and grace. 
The well-dressed women all live in that place, 

And pretty faces come as no surprise/355 

Dante and Immanuel both present visions of the netherworld. Both visions are inspired 

and influenced by apocalyptic literature. For Dante, the paradigm is the Revelation of St. 

354 Stem and Mirsky, editors, Rabbinic Fantasies p. 26 
355 http://www. uwm. edu/ ~corre/ occasional w/ casual.html 
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John. 356 Immanuel draws his terrors from the language of E=ekiel and Daniel and from 

ancient and medieval mystical and rabbinic literature. 

Dante and HaR.omi' s poems can be evaluated as two examples of "moral-didactic 

allegory." They teach what happens after death. In many cases the soul goes to Hell. 

The inhabitants of Hell are presented differently in Tophet and Inferno. After and 

beyond identifying figures from history and Scripture, Dante names individuals known to 

him personally. He uses his poem as an opportunity to exact fantastic vengeance upon 

his enemies and those he wishes to condemn. He tells us who they are, he tells them who 

they are and he lets them have it. Immanuel does not go to such extremes. We can 

surmise in certain sections HaR.omi has a specific person in mind. Immanuel chooses not 

name these individuals. Immanuel, like Dante, places many famous biblical and historical 

figures in Hell. Immanuel, unlike Dante, does not publicly condemn personal adversaries 

to Hell. If he portrays them, they are portrayed anonymously, as archetypes. Perhaps 

this is done so HaR.omi might deny he is damning a particular individual. This might also 

reflect HaR.omi's religious and ethical sensibilities. Perhaps he did not wish to engage in 

Lashon Hara. Mysticism was blooming at the time with de Leon's completion of the 

Zahar by 1300. Perhaps the absence of personal attacks in Immanuel's work reflects he 

held a belief in the Ayinhara. For whatever reason, Immanuel does not put the names of 

his enemies in print. Instead, he directs his wrath at generic types such as the hypocrite 

or adulterer. 

Immanuel's narrator often recognizes someone and gives clues to whom that person may 

be, but he does not go so far as identify directly the person being eaten alive by snakes in 

a big fiery pit, the gambling, cheating bastard from Boston. To his credit, from the 

traditional Jewish point of view, Immanuel restrains himself He does so barely, but he 

356 Hawkins, pg. 129 
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does so nevertheless. By not publicly shaming others for their sins and for giving them 

an opportunity to repent anonymously, Immanuel's work can be said to be morally 

superior to Dante's from the Jewish point of view. Arguably, it demonstrates a spiritual 

maturity in the work distinct from that of Dante, who uses his masterpiece as a platform 

from which to launch gruesome, personal and public attacks on those who crossed him. 

Dan Pagis once gave a lecture in which he addressed the conventional in relation to the 

individual.357 While discussing individual "style" in relationship to the "style" of a genre 

or school, Pagis mentions Immanuel. HaRomi, he notes, introduced the Arabic-Jewish 

maqama and its conventions to his Jewish Italian culture. This medieval maqama 

convention includes multiple voices, dialogues mixed with love poetry, satirical songs and 

erotic fantasies. Many of these were expressed by and through fictional narrators or 

exaggerated representatives of the poet. Immanuel departs from this convention 

somewhat. Here he introduces what Pagis might call the individual as individual. HaRomi 

speaks with convention: the identifiable voice of a generation, a genre, a literary form. Yet 

he also speaks as an individual: one poet encountering those generations, genres and 

literary forms. Intere"stingly, the way in which Immanuel portrays himself in his work is 

an indicator of his individuality. It is clear that the Immanuel in Immanuel's Machberot 

2 8 is meant to represent the poet, Immanuel HaRomi, going to Hell and Heaven. For the 

full effect of his poem to reach the reader, it has to be taken literally, invoking the 

suspension of disbelief 358 These theatrical, autobiographical and confessional aspects of 

the piece are more akin to those of Dante's Commedia than the exaggerations of earlier 

maqama. What HaRomi does is innovative, no less so than the innovation of Dante. He 

contributed to the creation of a new syncretistic convention: within the first example of a 

Jewish Italian maqama359 we find a confessional eschatology combining earlier Jewish-

357 Pagis, Hebrew Poetry in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, p. 60 
358 Hawkins, supra, treats Dante's more extreme expression of this idea. 
359 Pagis p.60 
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Arabic-Spanish-Provencal traditions with the spirit of the "Young Italy" school. In 

Machberot: 28, Immanuel uses the medieval convention expressed in his age by the libra 

de/la sea/a. He does so while showing a personal convention of the dolce stil nuovo: the 

individual spiritual experience of a particular poet--here portrayed as didactic 

eschatology. 

Dan Pagis notes that the Mahberot Immanuel is unique in Italian Jewish history. No 

other Italian example of the maqama convention exists. Accordingly, the work represents 

an ending of sorts; true to character, it also marks the beginning of the Renaissance. There 

we~e no more maqama after Immanuel yet one needs only consider Eliot's The Waste 

Land or Yeats' The Second Coming to experience in modernity the convention of 

individual eschatology. Immanuel's contributions, including those made to the 

development of Dante Alighieri, have helped define the literature of every modem 

western language. 
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