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lasting, and he goes down in the annals of Hebrew literature as one of if

greatest pioneers.

—@-

FRAGMENT

Let Scripture be your Eden,

and the Arabs’ books your paradise grove . . .

BLESSING FOR A WEDDING

Banish suffering
and also wrath,
and the mute
will break into song;

guide us on paths
of righteous action—
and grant us the blessings
of Aaron’s sons.

‘ DRINK, HE SAID

“Drink,” he said, “don’t drowse,
drink wine aged well in barrels,
near henna beds and aloes

and roses mixed with myrrh—

in pomegranate groves

by grapevines and date palms,

with tender plants and saplings,
and tamarisks in rows.

To the sound of coursing water,
the thrumming of the zither
accompanies the singers

with reed-pipes and an oud.

All the trees there spread
with branches and fine fruit,
and every sort of bird

sings among the leaves.

The pigeons coo and moan,
as though composing songs,
and turtle-doves respond

as though they’re playing flutes.

We’ll drink along the beds

hedged about by lilies,

and drive away our sOrrows,
with wine and songs of praise.

We’ll eat the sweetest morsels,

and sip from studded bowls,

and act as though we're giants
drinking from their casks.

Come morning I'll arise

and go to slaughter bulls,

choice, fattened creatures,
cows and rams and calves.

Anointed then with oil,

we’ll burn fragrant scents—

and before destruction’s hour,
live our lives in bliss.”

“Silence!” I rebuked him.

“How could you propose this?

The Temple and God’s footstool
are held by unclean hands.
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You're speaking like a fool

who chose the path of sloth;

and what you say is vain, ’
the talk of a buiffoon.

You've left your meditation

on the Law of heaven;

you'd celebrate while jackals
roam on Zion’s hills.

How could we drink wine

or even raise our eyes—

while we, now, are nothing,
detested and despised?”

27

THE WIFE OF DUNASH

(mid-tenth century)

This single poem by THE WIFE OF Dunast Ben Labrat is all of her work that has
come down to us. It is, so far as we know, the only poem by a woman in the en-
tire medieval Hebrew canon. The poem’s heading in manuscript explains that it
was composed on the occasion of her husband’s forced departure from Spain.
The reasons for his leaving remain obscure, but the last line of the poem sug-
gests that he fell out of favor with Hasdai Ibn Shaprut, the leader of Spanish
Jewry and patron of the local Hebrew revival. Apart from these lines and the cri-
sis they treat, we know nothing about the poet, not even her name. That said,
the poem’s restraint and quiet dignity, along with its tenderness and subtle com-
plication of tone—melding affection, resentment, and above all a sense of accep-
tance of what seems to be a tragic fate—speak for her character. A relatively re-
cent discovery, this gentle lyric was reconstructed from torn Geniza fragments
by scholar Ezra Fleischer, who hailed it as “the first fully realized personal poem
in the new Andalusian style.” That it emerged at such an early stage of the po-
etry’s evolution, and from the pen of a woman, makes the find all the more re-

markable.

—~&-

WILL HER LOVE REMEMBER?

Will her love remember his graceful doe,
her only son in her arms as he parted?

On her left hand he placed a ring from his right,
on his wrist she placed her bracelet.

As a keepsake she took his mantle from him,
and he in turn took hers from her.

Would he settle, now; in the land of Spain,
if its prince gave him half his kingdom?
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Who said no two drops from clouds

would fall—cut from a single mold?
Who has gathered the wind in His fist

and bound the waters in His robe?

Who counts the ninety-nine screams

of mountain-goats giving birth on cliffs?
Who sends eagles to catch their young

and lift them up on wings?
Who makes serpents suddenly appear

to bite the wombs of deer?
Who creates the claps of thunder,

each with its path across the heavens?
Who prepares a course for storms—

a track for thunder’s lightning? . . .

Who casts five occasions of fear
over five occasions of might?
Who in giant elephants wakens
terror of the mosquito’s flight?
Who within the mysterious whale
arouses fear of the stickleback fish?
Who sends forth His word to show
that over all He is?
Who has hardened himself and thrived
against the One who rules?

Who hurls ruin upon the strong
lest in cruelty they lash out?

~ Who casts fright across the lion

before the Ethiopian gnat?
Who brings over the scorpion
’ terror of the spider’s poison?
Who sends fear of swallows
into the falcon’s eyes?
Who established the world’s foundations
and set them beneath the skies?

35

YITZHAQ IBN KHALFOUN
(c. 965-after 1020)

A key transitional writer of the second generation, YITZHAQ IBN KHALFOUN was
born in Spain, c. 965, to parents who had immigrated from North Africa. His fa-
ther seems to have been supported by Shmu’el HaNagid’s father, as was the
young Yitzhaq himself. Later on HaNagid also became Yitzhaq's patron and
friend, and the two exchanged poems in times of trouble. Ibn Khalfoun is often
called the first professional Hebrew poet, that is, a poet who produced poems on
demand for pay. His limiting role notwithstanding, he expanded the scope of the
new Andalusian Hebrew poetry, introducing a fuller range of the Arabic ele-
ments and both a lither texture and lighter tone in his verse, which was far more
personal and occasional than that of his predecessors. While Cordoba. was his
city, he traveled constantly in search of patrons and—judging from his some-
times barbed responses to his sponsors—wasn't always happy with the compen-
sation he received or the promptness with which he was paid. His collected work

is exclusively secular.

—&— ""”"’]

LOVE IN ME STIRS

Love in me stirs and I bound like a deer
just to see my lady’s eyes.

Her mother, uncle, father, and brother

are gathered around her when I arrive.

1look but turn away, as though
she had never driven me wild,
afraid of them while I long for her—

like a woman, mourning her only child. ‘
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when he dies he lies with maggots,
repulsive to one and all;

so it’s right that [ wax elegiac
from time to time in my soul.

I QUARTERED THE TROOPS FOR THE NIGHT

I quartered the troops for the night in a fortress
which soldiers destroyed long ago,
and they fell asleep at its walls and foundations
while beneath us its masters slept on.

And I'wondered . . . What had become
of the people who dwelled here before us?
Where were the builders and soldiers, the wealthy
and poor, the slaves and their lords—

the mourners and grooms, sons and fathers;
the bereaved and the women in labor?
- Great nations had come in succession
in the course of months and years.

They settled across the back of the earth,
but rest in the heart of the ground—
their magnificent palaces turned into tombs,
their pleasant courts to dust,

and if they could lift their heads and emerge,
they’d take our lives and pleasure.
In truth, my soul, in truth and soon,
I'll be like them—and these sleepers.

LUXURIES EASE

Luxuries ease, but when trouble comes

people are plagued for the wealth they’ve accrued.
The peacock’s tail is spectacular—

but it weighs him down on the day he’s pursued.

WHY REPEAT THE SINS

Why repeat the sins
you know will make you sad
and not hold back from sinning
for sorrow—

like a dove whose brood was slaughtered
in the nest, and yet returns
over and over again
until she’s taken?

AT THE TREASURY

On couches stretched out at the treasury,

where the guards’ vigilance knows no relief,

you fell asleep without fear by the window
and time came through like a thief.

KNOW OF THE LIMBS

Know of the limbs embroidered with dust
and covered with ashen skin,

and in these graves see the power of kings
reduced to the powder of bone.

You whose souls on earth were exalted
will soon rise over all—
and be remembered in the world ever after
as a dream as it fades is recalled.
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