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SPECULUM 57,1 (1982)

"Deal gentlywiththe young man"*:
Love of Boys in Medieval
Hebrew Poetryof Spain
By Norman Roth
Medieval Hebrew secular poetry apparently had its beginning in Muslim
Spain under the directinfluenceof secular Arabic poetry,which reached its
zenith in Iraq and continued to develop in al-Andalus. The secular Hebrew
poetryproduced elsewhere,in Egypt,North Africa,and Italy,was verylikely
influenced by the poetry writtenin Spain. This development of secular
poetrywas part of a conscious renaissance of the Hebrew language, itselfa
reaction to Muslim influences.' Hebrew poetry and literaturein Spain was
not, of course, confined to the Muslim period, but its greatest peaks of
development occurred then. Accordingly I shall concentrate on that era,
giving particular attention to the four greatest Hebrew poets of Spain:
Samuel Ibn Nagrillah, Solomon Ibn Gabirol, Moses Ibn Ezra, and Judah
ha-Levi.
Medieval Hebrew poetry demands of the modern reader a monumental
effortof patience and erudition; the language is difficult,the imageryhighly
allusive. This is particularlytrue of the poetry writtenin Spain, not least
because the Bible was so well known there. As is evident from a varietyof
sources, knowledge of the Hebrew Bible by heart was far fromuncommon,
and not only among the highlyeducated. The most ordinarydocuments are
replete with direct biblical citationsand allusions. A text like the Song of
Songs, elsewhere allegorically interpreted if cited at all, was commonly
known in Spain and understood also on the literal level.2 Even in the late
fourteenthcentury,for example, Isaac b. Sheshet, rabbi of Saragossa, received a query about Song of Songs 1.2, "for your love is betterthan wine."
Every schoolchildknows the passage, he was told; why then was it necessary
for Rabbi Akiva to be questioned about its meaning in the Talmud (Avodah
Zara 29b)?3
*2 Sam. 18.5
'"Jewish Reactions to 'Arabbiyaand the Renaissance of Hebrew in Spain,"Journalof Semitic
Studies(forthcoming).
2 See the commentaryof Abraham Ibn Ezra in standard editions of the rabbinical Hebrew
Bible (i.e., with commentaries),and in the criticaledition with English translationby Henry J.
Mathews (London, 1874); and particularlyJoseph b. Judah Ibn 'Aqnin, Hitgallotha-sodotvehofe'atha-meorot,
ed. (Judeo-Arabic) and trans. (Hebrew) A. S. Halkin (Jerusalem, 1964), a
commentarythat has undeservedlybeen ignored.
3 Responsa of Isaac b. Sheshet Perfet, No. 284.
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The idiom of the Hebrew Bible mustbe thoroughlyfamiliarto the student
of the Hebrew poetrywrittenin medieval Spain, and the biblical text itself
must be supplemented by the many medieval Hebrew grammaticalworks
and commentarieson the Bible, particularlythose of Spanish provenance. It
would be naive to assume that the meaning of the biblical allusions can be
understood withoutreference to contemporaryinterpretationsof the particular texts. Other sources pertinent to the poems are the Talmud and
numerous midrashim. Finally, the Arabic influence on the Hebrew poets
makes it imperative that the whole tradition of Arabic literatureand the
customs of medieval Muslim societybe taken into consideration.
of the task,surprisinglyfewscholarshave
Possiblybecause of the difficulty
turned their attentionto the study of medieval Hebrew secular poetry (the
religiouspoetry,in part because the language is easier by far,is somethingof
a differentstory).4Critical editions of the collected poetry (divans) of the
major Hebrew poets have only recentlybegun to appear, followingtheir
discovery and the firsteffortsat publication in the second part of the
nineteenthcentury.The secondary literature,even in Hebrew, is far from
exhaustive, and in other languages there is a paucity of literature.5
Hebrew secular poetryemerged in Spain at the end of the tenthcentury
under the influence of Arabic poetry. Both the meters and the themes of
Arabic poetry were imitated, although the Hebrew poets soon surpassed
their mentorsin this respect,making use of a greater varietyof metersand
themes (they were not, of course, restrictedby the conventions of Arabic
poetry). No systematicattempthas yet been made to analyze the themes,or
to distinguishthe motifsand topoi, employed in medieval Hebrew poetry.At
present, let it sufficemerely to indicate some of the typical themes: panegyric,nature,wine drinking,separation fromfriends,poetryitself,apologies
for an assumed insult,satire,debate, self-praise,humor, war, and love. The
love poetrymay be stylistically
subdivided into self-containedpoems, that is,
4 Some of the more importantliterature,in languages other than Hebrew, includes: Leopold
Zunz, Die synagogalePoesie des Mittelalters
(Berlin, 1855; Frankfurta. M., 1920); idem, LiteraturPoesie (Berlin, 1865); Ismar Elbogen, Studienzur Geschichte
geschichte
dersynagogalen
desjiidaschen
Gottesdienstes
(Berlin, 1907) and DerjiidischeGottesdienst
(Berlin, 1913, and repr.); Michael Sachs,
Die religiose
PoesiederJudenin Spanien(Berlin, 1845; 1901); Jose Maria Millas Vallicrosa,La poesia
sagrada hebraicoespaniola
(Madrid, 1940; 1948). English translationsof some selected religious
poems maybe found in Judah ha-Levi,SelectedPoems,trans.Nina Salaman (Philadelphia, 1928);
SelectedReligiousPoemsof SolomonIbn Gabirol,trans. Israel Zangwill (Philadelphia, 1923); and
Moses Ibn Ezra, SelectedPoems,trans. Solomon Solis-Cohen (Philadelphia, 1945).
5 In English, one may consult Shalom Spiegel, "On Medieval Hebrew Poetry," in Louis
Finkelstein,ed., TheJews,TheirHistory,
Cultureand Relzgion(Philadelphia, 1949, and subsequent
editions) 2:528-66; JefimSchirmann,"The Function of the Hebrew Poet in Medieval Spain,"
JewishSocial Studies 16 (1954), 235-52; my own articles, such as "The 'Ubi Sunt' Theme in
Medieval Hebrew Poetry,"HebrewStudies19 (1978), 56-62; "Satire and Debate in Two Famous
Medieval Poems from al-Andalus: Love of Boys vs. Girls, the Pen and Other Themes," The
MaghrebReview4 (1979), 105-13; "'Sacred' and 'Secular' in the Poetryof Ibn Gabirol,"Hebrew
Studies20-21 (1979-80), 75-79; and "The Lyric Tradition in Hebrew Secular Poetryof Medieval Spain," The HispanicJournal 2 (1981), 7-26.
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poems the entiresubject of whichis love, and the so-called "erotic"introductions (Arabic nasTb)to an ode or eulogy (Arabic qayida). Thematically,they
are divided into those dealing withlove of girls or young women and those
dealing with love of boys.
It was Jefim(Hayyim) Schirmannwho, continuingthe pioneering work of
Heinrich Brody in the publicationand studyof this poetry,firstpointed out
the theme of love of boys in Hebrew poetry.6His rathercautious treatment
of the subject provoked an immediate reaction, and some of his critics
refused to acknowledge thatsuch a theme,so common in classical Greek and
in medieval Muslim and Christian poetry, could exist in Hebrew verse.7
An apparentlyserious objection which has been urged, and the only one
which merits consideration here, is the lack of any reference to activity
involvingsexual contactwith boys in the responsa (legal rabbinic) literature
of Spain. However, there are several thingsto be considered in this regard.
In the firstplace, the state of the texts of the responsa as they have come
down to us (at least, in printed editions) is such that they often lack the
precise details most of interestto the historian,such as the names of people
and cities and the particulardetails of the case being discussed. Thus, it is
often difficultto know specificallywhat is being reported. Furthermore,the
editorsof the collectionsof responsa tended to include only those which had
continuous relevance as legal precedent. Cases that appeared too specific
and limitedin scope mightwell have been excluded from such collections.
Finally,the factis thatwe have almost no responsa at all fromthe period of
Muslim Spain in which our poetry was written.
In spite of all this,it is neverthelessnot true that the survivingresponsa
contain no referencesto such activity.In a responsum which is undoubtedly
(for reasons thatcannot be detailed here) fromJoseph Ibn Abitur,a rabbi in
Spain and himselfa poet, the case of a kohen(priest) who had been removed
fromhis officeas a cantor due to his lascivious conduct with Gentile prostitutes and even withJewish women is discussed. At first,the elders of the
congregation paid no attention to the reports about him, but finallyhis
reputationincreased so that the Gentiles were ridiculinghim and them. It
was also reported that he had sexual relationswithan adolescent boy (na'ar,
"youth"). It is apparent from the report that it was not his activitywith the
boy that caused his removal, but rather his general reputation as one who
had illicitcontactswithwomen. Indeed, in his replyIbn Abitur,who upholds
the decision to remove him fromoffice,does not even refer to the incident
with the boy.8
Ephebe in Medieval Hebrew Poetry,"Sefarad 15 (1955), 55-68.
E.g., Nehemiah Allony, "ha-Sevi ve-ha-gamal be-shirat Sefarad," Osar YehudeiSefarad 4
(1961), 16-43, and "The 'Zevi' in the Hebrew Poetryin Spain," Sefarad 23 (1963), 311-21. On
the other hand, Eliyahu Ashtor accepts the existence of this theme in poetry; see his Qorot
ha-yehudim
bi-Sefaradha-muslamit
(Jerusalem,1966) 1:256 and 258 (English translation,TheJews
of MoslemSpain [Philadelphia, 1973] 1:396 and 399).
8 Teshuvot
geoneimizrahu-ma'arav,ed. Joel Muller (Berlin, 1888), p. 41, No. 171.
6"The
7
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This is not the only evidence we have of the realityof thisactivityamong
medieval Jews. There is a statementin Hayya Gaon's poem, cited by Schirmann.9 Furthermore,in the controversybetween Sa'adyah Gaon and the
exilarch David b. Zakkai (tenth century), Khalaf Ibn Sarjada accused the
gaon of homosexual acts, even in the presence of the sacred scriptures,and
stated that the youth of Nehardea (in Iraq) had wearied themselves in
pursuing him (cf. Isaiah 58.13 for the meaning of thisexpression).'0 Khalaf,
it should be noted, was an importantdignitarywho sat in the firstrow of the
yeshivah(academy) at Pumbedita and later became its gaon, and his accusations against Sa'adyah were based on reliable testimonywhich the latter
never attempted to refute, although he carefully refuted all the other
charges against him."
Aside from the previously mentioned sources, medieval Hebrew poetry
appears to be the onlyevidence we have forthe love of boys among theJews.
Jewishlaw, of course, followed the Bible in condemning homosexual intercourse among adult males. The punishmentwas death, and even though the
death penaltywas normallysuspended among Jewsfollowingthe destruction
of the Temple in 70 C.E., in Spain the death penaltycontinued in effectfor
many offenses.The chief talmudic source for the prohibitionis Sanhedrin
54b, and thisis followedcloselyby Maimonides,MishnehTorah,Hilkhotissurei
biah, ch. 1, hal. 14. If the intercoursewas with a boy nine years of age or
older (to age thirteen,when he is an adult), the adult male was punishable
and the boy exempt. If the boy was under nine, both the adult and child
were exempt - but Maimonides adds thatthe court should punish the adult
withlashes. While technicallythe prohibition,therefore,applies only to anal
intercourse,it should be noted that there is a general prohibitionagainst
9"The Ephebe," p. 64 (the importantstorywhich Schirmann discusses followingthis quotation is to be found in vol. 3 of GinzeySchechter,
not "Vol. II," which is a misprintin his note 29).
Schirmann's reading, translation,and interpretationof the line in the poem are absolutely
correct,and all of Allony's objections over the years are groundless.
10Abraham Harkavy, Zikharonle-rishonim
5, 230, cited by Ellis Rivkin, "The Saadia-David
ben Zakkai Controversy,"in Meir Ben-Horin et al., eds., Studiesand Essaysin HonorofAbrahamA.
Neuman (Leiden, 1962), p. 418.
11Sa'adyah devotes chapter four of the tenth article of his Kitdb al-'amandtwa-I 'i'tiqadat
("Emunotve-de'ot")to a discussion of passion ('ishq). There he mentions the views of those who
believe that if the "ascendant zodiacal sign" (cf. Abraham bar Hayya, Megillatha-megalleh,
ed.
Julius Guttmann, p. 120) of two men is equal, then their loving each other is astrologically
determined. In spite of the factthat he rejects these views in strongterms,it is interestingthat
he uses as an example of eroticpassion two males; even in his refutationhe says thatif thisview
were correct,it would not be possible that Zayd ("Reuben") would love 'Amr ("Shimeon"), but
ratherboth would love each other equally (see the new criticaledition of the Judeo-Arabictext
with Hebrew translationby Yosef Kafih Jerusalem, 1969], pp. 301-2; the firstedition of the
medieval Hebrew translationby Judah Ibn Tibbon, Seferha-emunot
ve-ha-de'ot[Constantinople,
1562; repr. Jerusalem, 1972], pp. 158-59; the English translationby S. Rosenblatt,The Book of
Beliefsand Opinions[New Haven, Conn., 1948], p. 373 ff.I was not able to compare the original
edition of the Arabic textby Landauer [Leiden, 1880], but thisis unnecessaryin view of Kafih's
new edition. I am grateful to Prof. John Boswell for calling this passage to my attention.)
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"emission of semen in vain" in any manner (ibid., ch. 21, hal. 18).
Maimonides, here as elsewhere, followed his own rather severe attitudes
regarding sexual activityof any kind, but neverthelessbased his rulings for
the most part on talmudic authority.12The question of the extent to which
Maimonides' code was strictlyenforced in al-Andalus cannot, of course, be
readilyanswered. Furthermore,a great deal of our poetrywas writtenin the
period before Maimonides produced his code. Yet it must be emphasized
that while there are some apparent allusions, in none of the Hebrew poetry
so far discovered are there any actual referencesto sexual activityother than
kissing.On the other hand, Arabic poetry from the same period, country,
and general social environmentis full of explicit sexual acts with boys.
The phenomenon of older males being attracted to adolescent boys is
attested to in many societies throughouthistory.K. J. Dover has observed
that"a societyin whichyoung men pursue theirjuniors for a period of some
years before 'settlingdown' in marriage is by no means unimaginable."'13
Ancient Greece was one such society(although the activitywas by no means
exclusivelyconfinedto youngor unmarriedmen pursuingadolescent boys).'4
For the medieval Christianworld, in addition to the poetry which has long
been known,we now have a veryimportantstudy.15 Unfortunately,there is
no comparable study of this phenomenon in medieval Islam (including the
Jewishaspect), and the most readily available referencesare stillthe Arabic
poetry and literatureof various Muslim countries.16
The ancient Greeks produced poetry describing their passion for boys,
often as scatological in nature as the later Arabic poetry.17The temptation
would be great to assume that the Muslim poets "borrowed" this theme as a
mere literarydevice fromthe Greeks,just as it has been suggested that the
Jews "borrowed" it fromthe Muslims,but for the factthat the Muslims had
absolutelyno awareness of the existenceof Greek poetry.18 In thisrespect,at
12 Michael Goodich, The Unmentionable
in the Later Middle Ages (Santa
Vice: Homosexuality
Barbara, 1978), pp. 46-49, gives an adequate summaryof Jewishlaw, although he is incorrect
on some details regarding Maimonides; it must be objected contraGoodich, p. 48, that the
Jewish traditiondid not condemn homosexuality,etc., as "sins against nature."
13"Eros and Nomos," University
of London Instituteof Classical StudiesBulletin 11 (1964), 31.
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978). Even Dover's work does not
14 See K. J. Dover, GreekHomosexuality
by any means exhaust the literaryand historicalsources.
Gay People in WesternEurope
15John Boswell, Christianity,
Social Toleranceand Homosexuality:
Century(Chicago, 1980).
fromtheBeginningof theChristianEra to theFourteenth
16 Some specific examples of these will be cited below. See also Boswell, Christianity,
pp.
194-200 (who is mistaken in saying, p. 195 n. 96, that contemporarySpanish translatorsof
Muslim poetry from al-Andalus "almost invariably"suppress the homosexual meaning of the
poetry.Nor is his statementaccurate thatal-Maqqari is the "chiefsource" of thispoetry[p. 196
n. 101]). An importantanthology,of which Boswell seems unaware, is referred to in n. 34
below.
17 Dover, GreekHomosexuality,
sketch; see for further
pp. 57-59, gives a less-than-satisfactory
in the Loeb Classical Library edition by W. R. Paton.
details The GreekAnthology
18 Although this is now accepted by all students of medieval Arabic poetry,it is true that
Gustav von Grunebaum, in an early article, "Greek Form Elements in the Arabian Nights,"
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least, Arno Karlen was sensible in his observationthat "homosexualityis not
an infectious disease, and people who do not practice it are unlikely to
borrow it frommilitaryinvaders,like children presented withan irresistible
sweet."19
In medieval ChristianEurope, too, pederasty- sexual attractionto adowas not uncommon.20This is also reflectedin the poetry,
lescent boys
examples of which are a famous poem by the monk Gottschalkand the
poem to which Curtius refers as one of the pearls of medieval poetry,
addressed to a boy who has abandoned the poet (a priest) for his rival.
Particularlynoteworthyare the closing lines:
-

Joy that was mine is my rival's tomorrow,
WhileI for myfawn[cerva]like a strickendeer sorrow!2'

This uses, withoutany question of "borrowing,"the precise image ("fawn")
used for the boy in Arabic and Hebrew poetry. Of interest,too, is a letter
from Walafrid Strabo to Bodo when the boy was studyingat the court at
Aix-la-Chapelle, which closes with the tender words: "Farewell, dear fair
one, always and everywheremost beloved, my littleblonde lad, my blonde
littlelad."22 Bodo later converted to Judaism and fled to Spain.
Medieval cathedrals were decorated frequentlywith carved reliefs and
Journalof theAmericanOrientalSociety62 (1942), 277-92, conjectured that there were possible
Greek influenceson some of the motifsin the "Arabian Nights."He was onlyable to make some
veryconjecturalcomparisons,however. Nor can his supposition (p. 283) that some "Hellenistic
love conception" contributed("probably") to pre-Islamic poetry be taken as proof of an otherwise unsubstantiatedclaim. In any event, whatever a "Hellenistic love conception" is supposed to be, it does not dislodge the factthat Muslim poets knew nothingof Greek poetry(nor
does von Grunebaum claim otherwise).Cf. Adolph Schack,Poesia y artede losArabesen Espafiay
Sicilia, trans.Juan Valera (Buenos Aires, n.d.), p. 77; S. A. Bonebakker, "Aspects of the History
of Literary Rhetoric and Poetics in Arabic Literature," Viator 1 (1970), 75-95; and William
Heinrichs, "LiteraryTheory: The Problem of Its Efficiency,"in G. E. von Grunebaum, ed.,
ArabicPoetry,Theoryand Development(Wiesbaden, 1973), p. 42; and Vicente Cantarino,Arabic
Poeticsin the GoldenAge (Leiden, 1975), p. 65.
19"The Homosexual Heresy," ChaucerReview 6 (1971), 45; similarly,Boswell, Christianity,
p.
52.
20 Throughout chapter seven of Boswell's book, as well as in earlier sections, there are
frequent specific references to sex with adolescent boys. An importantsource for Visigothic
Spain, overlooked by Boswell, is theRegula of St. Leandro, bishop of Seville (ca. 536-600); Julio
de la
Campos Ruiz, ed. and trans., San Leandro,San Isidoro,San Fructuoso:Reglas mondsticos
Espafia visigoda . . . (Madrid, 1971), pp. 39-40. On the distinctionbetween pederasty and
p. 139 n. 8.
pedophilia, see Boswell, Christianity,
21 Ernst Robert Curtius,EuropeanLiterature
and theLatin Middle Ages (Princeton, 1953), pp.
114-15; note the other poems there and on p. 116. Gottschalk's"Ut quid iubes, pusiole" is in
FrederickBrittain,TheMedievalLatin and RomanceLyrictoA.D. 1300, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Eng.,
1951), pp. 83-85, and in Boswell, Christianity,p. 192. (Boswell convenientlyprovides textsand
excellent translationsof several such poems, p. 370 ff.)
22 MGH Poet 2:386; translatedby Allen Cabaniss inJewish
Review43 (1952), 315. See
Quarterly
pp. 30 and 191-92, in light of which there can hardly be any doubt as to
Boswell, Christianity,
the nature of this letter (although it was apparently unknown to Boswell).
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paintingsor stained glass windows of lecherous priestsand othersin various
stages of undress,and the cathedral apse of an abbey in Savoy (near Geneva)
has a fresco portrayingsodomy. Other homosexual scenes are not uncommon.23 Muslims, too, may have at least symbolicallydepicted their preferences. A pillar of the Alhambra palace in Granada has on itsbase a bas-relief
which in fact comes from Cordoba during the caliphal period; the original
inscriptionhas been replaced by one indicating that Badis took it for his
palace in Granada (which means thatSamuel Ibn Nagrillah undoubtedlysaw
it, and perhaps his son Y-usufbrought it to the Alhambra). The figures
represented are gazelles being mounted by lions. Castejon, who has reproduced the figuresin his article on them, notes the "vaguely anthropomorphic aspect" of the lions withtheirheavy mustaches.24The lion is, of course,
a universal symbol for royalty and aristocracy,and the position of the
animals certainlysuggests sexual imagery.
Among the Muslims, hashish, together with wine (which was not then
prohibitedto the Muslims),was often used to aid in the seduction of reluctant boys; even more frequentlyit was used by boys tryingto seduce men.
There were special localitiesin Cairo, and no doubt elsewhere, where boys
could readilybe picked up. Also, there was the custom of dab-b("creeping"),
that is, attackingsleeping boys in public caravan resting places. Somewhat
like the famous verse of the Rhubiyatis the verse attributedto AbfuNuwas:
A handfulof hashish,a pound of meat,
A kilo of bread,and the companyof a willingboy.25
Arabic poetry,particularlyof the earlier period, was often conventional
and filled with cliches. Yet there is much to be commended in the view of
Andras Hamori, who specificallydenies that these were mere "ossified
metaphors" of formula,arguing that the erotic metaphors functionboth to
establisha realityand to transportthe mind into a "shadowy world" of poetic
perception.26This is particularlyrelevantto the nasib,or "eroticprologue,"of
the qasida ("ode"). In an early study on Arabic love poetry,Blachere concluded that it is possible, though by no means certain,that the eroticthemes
23
in theMiddleAges
See James Cleugh, Love LockedOut: A SurveyofLove,Licenseand Restriction
(London, 1963), pp. 22-26, and also the illustrationsin Boswell, followingp. 206, Nos. 7 and 8.
There is still no adequate survey of this theme in medieval art, sculpture, and iconography.
24 Rafael Castej6n, "La nueva pila de Alamiria y las representacioneszoomorficascalifales,"
Boletinde la Real Academiade ciencias,bellasletrasy noblesartesde C6rdoba16 (1945), 198; see also
E. Levi-Proven,al,Inscriptions
arabesd'Espagne(Leiden, 1931), p. 199; and A. R. Nykl,"Inscripciones arabes de la Alhambra y del Generalife,"Al-Andalus4 (1936), 446. Samuel and his son
were both prime ministersof Granada, and the latterbuilt the original Alhambra. (Although
referredto in Hebrew poems as "Yehosef," the name of Ibn Nagrillah's son was Yfisuf,and he
is so called in all the sources.)
25 Franz Rosenthal,The Herb: Hashishversus
MedievalMuslimSociety(Leiden, 1971), pp. 66, 67,
82, 83; see also the poem on page 157.
26 On the Art of Medieval Arabic Literature(Princeton, 1974), pp. 74-75. Some interesting
examples of this type of poetry are translated and discussed there; see, e.g., pp. 102, 107.
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of these prologues are merelyliterarydevices.27Yet it is certainthateven the
earliest period of Islamic Arabic poetry had examples of real homosexual
poetry.28With poetry of the later period, and certainlyin the poetry of
al-Andalus, there is no longer any possible doubt as to the authenticnature
of the activityso graphically (and pornographically)described: one entire
anthology of poetry from al-Andalus is devoted exclusivelyto the love of
boys.29Al-Jahiz had originallyheld the view that 'ishq("passion, lust") could
only be applied to the love of women,but later he seems to have changed his
mind and allowed it also for the love of boys, provided that the element of
passion was really present.30He also tells us that the price for young boy
slaves was so high because of the 'ishqof the purchasers,who sometimessold
their propertyto acquire a particularlydesirable boy.3'
The earliestexamples of thiskind of poetryvaryfromthe relativelychaste
and even fearfulexpression of desire to the kind of scatologyso characteristic of Andalusian poetry of the later era. An example of the firstkind is a
poem by Saif al-Daula, ruler of Aleppo and patron of the poet al-Mutanabbi
(948-957):
I kissedhim [a boy]in fearas
A bird drinksin fear.
It sees waterand wantsit
Fearingthe resultof fear
And seizes occasionand comes
But does not enjoyin fear.32
A poem by Abui Nuwas, actually less explicit than much of his work, is an
example of the second kind. I quote only the opening lines:
My penis settledon the behindof Sam'an
thathad two sides.
It wantedhospitality,
I neverhad a hostbetterat hostingthan
The behindof the boy Saman.33
27 R. Blachere, "La poesie erotique au siecle des Umayyades de Damas," (Algiers, Universite)
Institutd'etudesorientales:Annales 5 (1939-41), 111.
28
E.g., the ninth-centurypoet Di'bil b. 'All: "'All's penis is his tool, and Amr's anus his
mistress./At timeshe encounters a dart, and at other timesa quiver" (Leon Zolondek, ed. and
trans.,Di'bil b. 'Ali [Lexington, Kentucky, 1961], pp. 21, 97 [No. 37]).
29 Ibn Sana al-Mulk,Dar al-tiraz; some of the less explicit of these poems are translated in
Linda Fish Compton, AndalusianLyricalPoetryand Old SpanishLove Songs (New York, 1976).
30 Lois Anita Giffen,Theory
of a Genre(New
ofProfaneLove amongtheArabs: The Development
York, 1971), p. 86; al-Jahiz,"Risala al-qiyan," trans. Charles Pellat in Arabica 10 (1963), 140.
Unfortunately,Giffendoes not discuss the theme of boys at all, except to call attentionto an
importantcollection (apparently still in manuscript) of Ibn Abi Hajala (14th century),which
includes stories of the men of this time "who were sorely afflictedwithlove through seeing a
woman or a boy" (pp. 135-36).
31 Charles Pellat, "Les esclaves Chanteuses de Gahiz," Arabica 10 (1963), 138.
32DhikraSaif al-Daula, trans. Arthur Wormhoudt (Oskaloosa, Iowa, 1975), p. 16.
33Diwan, trans. Arthur Wormhoudt (Oskaloosa, Iowa, 1974), pp. 80-81.
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Andalusian Arabic poetry,however,offersthe most complete representation of this genre. Among the numerous examples that could be cited, two
are here presented. The firstis by Muhammad Ibn Malik, secretary to
Muhammad b. Sa'd, king of Murcia (1124-1172):
I saw a shapelyyouthin the mosque,
beautifulas the moon whenit comes out.
Those who see him bendingto praysay:
"All mydesiresare thathe prostratehimself."34
The metaphorof "moon" or "sun" to describe the beautifulboy or woman, a
cliche of Arabic verse,was borrowed by the Hebrew poets. The second poem
is by Abiu 'Abd Allah Muhammad b. Galib al-Rusa'fi(Valencia, d. 1177):
He is a littlegazelle ;huzayyil]whosefingers
do not cease to play in spinningLghazl],as
My thoughtsdo not cease, in seeinghim,
to play witheroticpoetry;hazal].35
The tripleparonomasia of this poem about a weaving boy serves as a reminder of the close association in Arabic between the word for erotic poetry
(ghazal)and the word forgazelle (ghazdl),whichwas a termof endearmentfor
the beloved boy in Arabic poetry.The gazelle imagery may well have come
from the Bible, Song of Songs 2.9 (the Bible, of course, was available in
Arabic translationto the Muslims). Furthermore,I would suggest that the
Hebrew term sevi, "gazelle," used for the beloved boy in Hebrew poetry,
carried connotationsof the Song of Songs, of Arabic ghazallghazdl,and also
of Arabic sabi, "boy." In other words, to the Arabic-speakingJew of alAndalus, the word sevi in a poem immediatelybrought to mind the ideas
"boy" and "erotic poem."
This is not the place for an extensive discussion of the metaphors of
Arabic poetryabout boys,but mention should be made of one other importantelement,the link between love and wine. Generally,thisis found in one
of two forms:the boy is a cupbearer (saqi), or the boy is given wine to drink
at a party with the hope that he will become drunk and so give up his
resistance to the advances of his would-be lover. Contraryto popular mis34 All ibn Muisa Ibn Said al-Maghribi,El librede las banderasde los campeones,
ed. and trans.
Emilio Garcia G6mez (Madrid, 1942), p. 245 (my translationhere). This importantanthologyof
Arabic poetryof al-Andalus has many examples of such poetry.The abridged and bowdlerized
version by A. J. Arberry,MoorishPoetry(Cambridge, Eng., 1953) gives littleindication of the
nature of the work.
35 Ibid.; these lines are quoted also by al-Shaqundi,Risdla, trans. Emilio Garcia G6mez, Elogio
del Islam espafiol(Madrid-Granada, 1934), p. 77 (my translation).Other examples of love poetry
about boys may be found in A. R. Nykl,Hispano-ArabicPoetry(Baltimore, 1946), and James
Monroe, ed. and trans. Hispano-ArabicPoetry(Berkeley, 1974). Neither Nykl nor Monroe
included any of the more scatological poems found in Ibn Said's anthology (n. 34 above).
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conception, the drinkingof wine wa4 not always considered a sin in Islam;
even where it was, the prohibitionwas frequentlyviolated.36
Jews drank wine and engaged in wine parties exactlyas did the Muslims,
often togetherwith them. Jewishlaw prohibited,however, the drinkingof
wine touched by a Gentile (lest it be defiled by use for idolatrous libations).
In thisregard, a responsum of Maimonides is of interest.He mentionsthatit
was the practice of the great rabbi Joseph ha-Levi Ibn Megash and many
other great scholars of Spain to mix honey into their wine when Muslims
joined them to drink,so that the wine would be unfitfor libationsand thus
be exempted from the law.37 This was perhaps the practice followed by
Samuel Ibn Nagrillah,an otherwisegenerallyobservantJew who is known to
have drunk wine with Muslims.
Relationships between Muslims, Jews, and Christians were not always
hostile in the Middle Ages, and certainlypassion knew no religious limits.
Thus, we find that al-Rama-di(b. ca. 926) was in love with a Christianboy,
and even wore the belt (zunndr)prescribedfor Christiansand made the sign
of the cross over wine before he drank it. Aba Nuwas also was in love witha
Christianboy, and wrote:
If onlyI were the priest,or the metropolitan
of his church,or else his Gospel and Bible;
Or if onlyI were the sacrificehe offers
or his cup of wine,or a bubblein the wine.
Another such poem deserves furthercomment here:
I visitedhis bed just beforemorning,when dawn
had been announcedby the sound of gongs."1'
He said: "Who is it?" I said: "The priesthas
(2) musthave
come to visit;yourmonastery
(3 38
the ministrations
of priests."
(1) Clappersof wood (see Prendergast's
note).
(2) Or "convent"(dawar),withobsceneconnotations.
(3) Wa-ldbuddun
As Prendergast
mintashmasi
li-dayrika
qissasi.
observed,thepoethas used the
Hebrewtashmish
(< shamash,
"to serve"),whichmeans"to haveintercourse"
in rabbinic
Hebrew(cf.Berakhot
8a; Yoma73b).
There are several articles on this subject; see especially E. Yarshater, "The Theme of
Wine-Drinkingand the Concept of the Beloved in Early Persian Poetry,"Studia Islamica 13
(1960), 43-53. In G. Marcais, "Les figures d'hommes et de betes," Meanges d'histoire
et d'archeologiemusulman1 (1951), 83 ff.,may be seen sculptured figuresof Muslim noblemen with
slaves (?) pouring wine, and also various illustrationsof lute and other instrumentplayers and
male and female dancers.
37Teshuvotha-Rambam,ed. Alfred (Abraham) Freimann (Jerusalem, 1934), No. 382.
38 For al-Ramadli,Nykl,Hispano-Arabic
Poetry,p. 59; complete translationof Abu Nuwas in
Hamori, Art, pp. 120, 123-24. The second poem is cited in Badi' al-Zaman al-Hamadhani,
Maqamat,trans.W. J. Prendergast(London, 1915; rept. 1973), p. 140, which Hamori apparently
did not see. Prendergast's notes are important.
36
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Schirmann has also discussed examples of Arabic love poetry written
about Jewishboys in al-Andalus, and in this article I shall present instances
of Hebrew verse about Muslim boys (because of which,and indeed generally
in our poetry,it is impossible to agree with Schirmann'sstatementthat "we
have no evidence that any of [this] verse reflectspersonal experiences").39
This is the background against whichthe Hebrew sevi poetry,the theme of
which is the love of boys, must be seen. Before beginning a discussion of
what is necessarilya small representativesample of these poems, it is perhaps appropriate to say a word about theirinterpretation.All of the translations are my own. Because the study of these texts is so difficult,and the
field as a whole so relativelynew, there is littlesolid traditionto guide us.
Almost none of the traditionsof European literarycriticismcan be validly
applied to the interpretationof medieval Hebrew poetry,and the only real
assistance comes from the study done on Arabic poetry. The notes, often
extensive,of the editors of the Hebrew textsare of course helpful,but often
one reluctantlycomes to the conclusion that theyare wrong or that another
interpretationis possible. The translatorof this poetry is faced with the
extremelydifficulttask of attemptingto render the verse into a language
completelydifferentfrom the original. Having no pretensions to being a
poet, I have chosen to err on the side of literalismand to provide translations that reproduce as faithfullyas possible what the original Hebrew text
says. Explanations are provided in notes only where absolutely necessary,
with full realization that additional or differentinterpretationsare sometimes possible. Yet there can be no doubt as to the overall intentionof the
poems or, I believe, the accuracy of the translationswithin the limits of
language. I take as my motto the apology of a great medieval Hebrew
grammarian:
of it is withheld
theunderstanding
I do notsaythatin all whichI havementioned
fromsomeoneelse and thatno one has approacheditbutme. For thewordswhich
it is possibleto give
Furthermore,
I haveexplainedcan sustainotherexplanations.
an explanationwhichhas not been revealedto me but has been revealedto
others.40

a poem in thisgenrewas
ApparentlythefirstHebrewpoet to have written

Yishaq ben Mar-Saul (Lucena, eleventh century). Schirmann, who first
edited a fragmentof the poem and later the complete text,observed thatthe
termsevi ("gazelle") is not to be explained as a synonymfor the feminine
formseviah,as is sometimesbut rarelythe case in Hebrew poetry,for here
"the poet compares his beloved to men known from biblical stories 39Schirmann, "The Ephebe," p. 66.
Abfi Zakharya (Yahya) b. Daud (Yehudah Hayyuj), in Nehemiah Allony's introductionto
the reprintedition of P. Kokovsov,Mi-sifreiha-balshanut
ha-'ivritbi-yemei
ha-beinayim
(Jerusalem,
1970), p. 11, lines 9-12.
40
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Joseph,Adoniah, David; and fromthisit is evidentthatthesevi here is also a
male."'41 Following is my translation,based on Schirmann's final edition:
Gazelle desiredin Spain,1'
wondrously formed,
Given rule and dominion
over every living thing; (2)
Lovely of form like the moon
with beautiful stature:
Curls of purple (3)

upon shining(4) temple,

Like Joseph in his form,
like Adoniah (5) his hair.
Lovely of eyes like David, (6)
he has slain me like Uriah.

He has enflamed my passions

and consumed my heart with fire.
Because of him I have been left
without understanding and wisdom.
Weep with me every ostrich
and every hawk and falcon!
The beloved of my soul has slain me
is this a just sentence?
Because of him my soul is sick,
perplexed and yearning.
His speech upon my heart
is like dew upon parched land.
Draw me from the pit of destruction
that I go not down to hell! (7
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

Ispamiah ("Spain") rather than Sefarad.
Hebrew: male and female living thing.
I.e., beautiful (cf. Song of Songs 7.6 and the commentaries).
Peninyah,a word coined frompeninim("pearls," or jewels generally,in medieval Hebrew). The meaning here seems to be "shining" or "pure." Ibn Gabirol borrowed the
termin his Ketermalkhut
(SelectedReligiousPoemsofSolomonIbn Gabirol,p. 101, line 297;
Schirmann,ha-Shirahha-'Ivritbi-Sefaradu-vi-Provens
Uerusalem, 1954], 1:271, line 234).
(5) A son of David; Ibn Janah, a student of the poet, explained that this means here
Absalom, who was famous for his fine hair.
(6) Cf. 1 Sam. 16.12 and the line by the Muslim poet Ibn Khafajah (Valencia, 1058-1139)
describinga beautifulboy: "See Joseph in his clothing,lovelyof form/and hear David
singing in hi"42
(7) See Isa. 38.17 for this expression.
41 Schirmann,Shirimhadashimminha-genizah(Jerusalem,1965), p. 157; cf. Schirmann'searlier
article"Yishaq ben Mar Shaul ha-meshorermi-Lusinah"in M. D. Cassuto, et al., eds., SeferAssaf
(Jerusalem, 1946), p. 513.
42 Cited byJudah Ratzaby,"Shirat ha-yayinle-R' Shemuel ha-nagid," in H. Z. Hirschberg,et
al., eds., SeferH. M. Shapiro(Bar Ilan University)Seferha-shanah9 (1972), 442 n. 135. The motif
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Already contained in thispoem are manyof the images thatwere standard
in both the Arabic and Hebrew poems, nearlyany of whichcould be selected
at random for comparison. Typical are these lines by 'Abdall-ah,one of the
sons of the Cordoba caliph 'Abd al-Rahman II:
My woes come froma dark-eyedfawn:
His kindmakesmen lose self-control!
His cheeksare like a bloomingrose
Mixed withsunbeamsand lilywhite;
His body is lithelike a bough of ban.'U'
In his brighteye a dark pupil turns:
To him I pledge mypurestlove,
So long as nightalternateswithdays!43
whichis talland fragrant.
(1) The ben-tree,

In both poems there is present also the theme of "love-sickness"; the
passion of the lover for his beloved, especially when unrequited, nearly
drives him mad.44
Another early example is by the great scholar Yosef Ibn Saddiq (born in
Cordoba ca. 1075; died there 1149). He was religious judge (dayyan)of
Cordoba all of his life and the author of an importantphilosophical work.45
The poem is one of the numerous Hebrew muwashshal0t,with the final
couplet (kharja) in Romance or in Arabic.46
Desire remainsin the heartlike fire
Because of the eyes of a belovedever sinceI firstsaw him.
As he hatesmysoul, I hate it,
For it is the counselof wickednessto love whatthe gazellehates!
My beloveddoes not favorme whenI speak
and answersme harshly;whenI kisshis foot
Graciouslyto him,"1)
He onlyafflicts
me withoutcause,but myheartwillnot
Considerit to him a trespassthathe has afflicted.'2'
Lo, I am sold to you,myfawn,withoutredemption.'3'
Take a present- myheart- and do not in vain tread'4'
On me, untilI drinkfromyourpalate the honeyI shalltake.'5'
Also whenI thirst,I findcoolnessin yoursaliva.
of Joseph as the ultimatesymbolof the beautiful young man in Jewish,Muslim, and Christian
sources is the subject of a separate study, which I hope to do in the near future.
43 Nykl,Hispano-Arabic
Poetry,p. 22.
44 Space does not permit a lengthydiscussion of this motif; cf. brieflyNykl,Hispano-Arabic
Poetry,p. 123, and note also the interestingobservation of Maimonides, The Guidefor the
Perplexed,trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago, 1963), p. 627 (3.51). In Abiu Nuwas's aforementioned
poem about the Christianboy, the opening line is: "My body is diseased, gaunt withgrief,while
my heart flutters,blazing like fire" (Hamori, Art, p. 120).
45 'Olam qatan, ed. S. Horovitz (Breslau, 1903).
StrophicPoetry(Oxford, 1974), especially p. 78 ff.,
46 See on this S. M. Stern,Hispano-Arabic
and p. 120 for the kharja.
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This alone is my sun - the beloved who has enslaved my heart;
From being free, he has pierced my heart and profaned it.'61
My soul knows that in you to slay me there was no
Guile, but God brought it to your hand.'7'
From weeping for brothers the tears on my cheeks(81
Descend moistly,warm like the coals of a furnace.
Please let the wretched one couch among apple trees,(9)and to
the pomegranate
Of a maiden's breast for a shield direct my heart.'10'
The day when at her door the gazelle"1"waits and knocks,
In the chamber of her dwelling she liftsher voice, and leans
Upon her that bore her(121 - I am not able to restrain myself.
"What shall I do, Mamma?
My beloved stands before the gate!"O'347

(1) Cf. Prov.26.25. Paronomasia:ye4anneni
("favorme"),ahannen("speakgraciously").
(2) Paronomasia:
ya'neni("he answersme"),yea'nneni
("he afflicts
me").Is therean allusion
to Deut. 21.14 here?The nextline seemsto makethisa certainty.
(3) Cf. Lev. 19.20!
(4) Or: "subdue."
(5) "Drink"in thesenseofbecomedrunk.Paronomasia:
tirddeh
("tread"),erddeh
("take",as
Judg. 14.9,cf. Targum);eshkar("present"),
eshkar("I drink").
(6) As the ear of a perpetualslaveis pierced(Ex. 21.6); "profaned,"
possiblybecausethe
poet was a Levite?
(7) The boy did not intendthissuffering;
it was accidental.
(8) Bdellium;thereis a wholeseriesofparonomasiahere:bedolahim
("bdellium,"
tears),lehi
("cheek"),lahim("moistly").
(9) Songof Songs2.5; as Schirmann
observed,thepoetproposesto findcomfort
fromhis
frustrated
pursuitof the boy witha woman.
(10) Paronomasiaand contrast:sinnah("shield"),finnah(line 12, "coolness";cf. Prov.
25.13).
(11) The poet himselfis here referredto as a "gazelle,"a lover.
(12) Cf., perhaps,Song of Songs6.9. This leads up to her "song"to her motherin the
kharja.
(13) Spanishand Arabic:"Que faraymamma?/ Meu'l habibestadyana!"(ana, "gate"in
Mozarabic).For anotherpoem,also a muwashsha&,
thatsimilarly
combinespraiseof a
beautifulboy and a womanand her "gazelle"(lover),see the Arabicpoem by alAbyad,ed. and trans.S. M. Stern,Al-Andalus
23 (1958), 353-54.

Samuel Ibn Nagrillah (993-1056) was one of the most creative and prolific
of the Hebrew poets of Spain. A large section of his Divan, in the fine
edition by Dov Jarden, contains love poetry. However, poems in which the
subject is the beloved boy (sevi) or girl (seviah) are to be found elsewhere in
the Divan as well. The total number of poems in the firstcategoryis twenty
(including one poem not in Jarden's edition), and in the second category,
eighteen. It cannot,of course, be concluded fromthisthatthe poet necessarily loved boys more than girls or women, but it does representa slightbias
47

Schirmann,ha-Shirahha-'Ivrit,1:547-48 (No. 2).
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towards the formerin the poems written.A sampling of these poems follows.
Lovelygazelle,heaven-sent
blessing
on earth,"1'
removeme fromthe snare.(2)

Satiate me with beneficence3) from your tongue,
like a jar 4) filled with good wine.

5

10

Whatadvantagehave you thatyou crushhearts,
withshiningface and dark hair,
And roving"5)
eye,blackas night,
on ruddycheek?
How do you plyyourcraftupon the feelings
and hearts- withoutknowingcraft?(6)
You prevailover heroes,and not withweapons,
and over swords,withoutan army.
You cure the mortally
woundedwithoutmedicine
or any healingon the wound.
Tell me, is therean end to yourroaming,
and how long? How, oh how
Can you standamong friendsand shootthem
withyourarrowsand bentbow?
And how can you choose death forthe righteous,
whentheirlifeor deathis in yourhands?
You exultin theirills like an enemywhydoes one like you do so?
48

(1) Or, "MayGod makeyoua blessingon earth,"accordingto theinterpretation
ofJudah
Ratzabyin Tarbiz43 (1973), 186.
(2) The snareof passionin whichhe has trappedthe poet.
(3) I.e., his saliva.The Hebrewsedaqahis similarto Arabicsadaqa("gift,charity")
and also
to saddqa("friendship").
as intending
(4) Jardenunderstands
sapihit
sapahat('jar, flask").On theotherhand,sapihit
can mean"nectar"accordingto some,in whichcase thelinemightmean:"likenectar
mixedin wine"(sweet).It is hard to imagineSamuelmakingthe errorsuggestedby
Jarden.
kebokhah
to nebukhah
(5) Correcting
(meaningless)
("wandering
astray").
Jarden,of course,
is unabletoexplainthenonexistent
word,whereastherhymestructure
requiresa word
endingin -ukhah.
"inwardparts,"the seat of emotion.The boy is too youngto be
(6) "Feelings,"literally,
suspectedof intentionally
enticinghis lovers.

This poem is of the type known as qafida, or panegyric ode, writtenin
honor of some famous person or patron of the poet. Unfortunatelywe
cannot determinewho was honored in this poem, which is of importancein
the historyof Samuel's activities.The usual transitionverse, which subtly
shiftsfromthe opening section,the nasTbor love poem, to the real subject of
the poem is strangelymissing here. In its place are the famous lines:
48Divan Shemuelha-nagid,ed. Dov Jarden (Jerusalem, 1966), pp. 221-22 (No. 75).
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My friends,hear mypoem; my soul,
you know,clingsto the fearof God.
And its meaningis like thatof Solomon's
"My belovedis radiant"and "eyeslike pools."
The reference is to Song of Songs 5.10 and 7.4, and it is this which has
misled many scholars into thinkingthat the poet intended that all his love
poems be interpretedas allegory.49Ratzaby already noted the weakness of
these lines as a "transitionverse" and argued that Samuel was not always
particularabout the transitionallines. But thisis a weak explanation; indeed
the example Ratzaby uses to support his claim (No. 131, pp. 280-83, in
Jarden's edition) is not a qasida at all, but a wine poem. If the lines in
question are not, as I rathersuspect theyare, interpolatedby the hand of a
later editor,then the meaning seems ratherto be thatthisparticularnasTbis a
mere literarydevice, like the poetryof the Song of Songs. We cannot learn
from this that all of his poetry is mere allegory.
There remain a few more points of interpretation.Ratzaby takes the
blessingin line 1 to mean the "land" (earth) where the boy has gone; since he
has left the poet, only in the land to which he has gone is he a blessing.
However, this seems rather forced. Nothing in the poem leads us to think
the boy has leftthe poet. On the contrary,his presence is a constantsource
of anguish to the poet and to all the boy's would-be lovers.
The idea of drinking saliva from the mouth of the beloved is certainly
common to love poetry everywhere.It is not necessary to assume that this
has been borrowed from Arabic poetry; see, for instance, Song of Songs
4.10-11.
The reference to the boy's "roaming" in line 8, which may have caused
Ratzabyto conclude the boy had leftfor another land, seems ratherto refer
to his roaming fromone lover to another. Not that the boy gives in to any of
the advances made to him, of which he seems blissfullyunaware (line 5), but
that he teases and tormentseach of his pursuers in succession. Somewhat
lighterin tone is the followingindependent sevi poem:
True, the gazellewho gathersrosesin your gardenI have lovedtherefore
you turnyouranger againstme.
If you would see withyoureyeswhomI have loved,
thenyourbelovedwould seek you and not findyou!
He who said: "Giveme, please,the honeyof yourwords"I answered:"Give me honeyfromyourtongue."
He becameangeredand said withwrath:"Shall we sin
to the livingGod?" I replied:"On me, sir,be your sin."50
The poet has become smittenby a boy, perhaps a slave, who works for a
49 Most recently,David Segal, "Ha'arah le-ma'amar 'ha-Ahavah be-shirat R' Shemuel hanagid'," Tarbiz 41 (1971), 238-40, to which Judah Ratzaby replied, ibid. 43 (1973), 185-87.
50Divan, p. 297 (No. 162); also in Schirmann,ha-Shirah,1:154 (No. 2).
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friend of his. He has thereby incurred the anger of the friend, and Samuel
rebukes him by suggesting that if he only realized the beauty of the boy, he
would give up the boy he loves and also pursue this one. The boy has asked
Samuel either for instruction or to recite his poetry (the term "honey" as a
metaphor for learning is common in medieval Hebrew). The insolent reply
of the poet is to request permission to kiss the boy. The outraged response
when the boy suggests the sin of such an act is typical of medieval Hebrew
verse and adds to the delight of the poem as a whole.
The following is equally carefree:
God, change, please, the heart of the dove who stole
My slumber - and restore to my eyelids a littlesleep.
The beloved who came by Thy oath [withThy permission] and gave me
His heart's love, without force, as a gift
Has been treacherous,and so every boy is treacherous.
But now, forgivehis sin - or if not, punish me!5'
Similar to this is the following:
0 moon, created to rule the earth
by day and night, gentlyrule over hearts!
How do you judge the star [the boy], whom I thought of as a brother,
yet through no fault [of mine] he turned cruel to me?
Buy me a boy - whom all boys will envy
for his beauty - for all the wealth I have acquired,
And I will see if he has eyes like the eyes of the boy who fled
after he twice came willing and slept with me.52
These two poems are about boys who consented to sleep with the poet
(actual sex may not have been involved). However, the main point of most
Arabic and Hebrew love poetry is the unhappiness of love. Even here, the
point of the first poem is that the boy has now deceived his lover ("and so
every boy is treacherous"), with whom he once gladly shared a bed.
Paronomasia was a favorite device of this poetry, an example of which is
found in line 1 of the first poem, reminiscent of (I do not say "influenced
by") al-Rusafi's poem quoted above (at note 35, in the text); gozal ("dove")
and gazal ("stole"), calling to mind (connotative meaning) Arabic ghazdl
("gazelle") and ghazal ("love poetry").
Finally, there is a very interesting poem in which Samuel has borrowed an
Arabic motif, that of the stuttering boy:
Where is the stutteringboy, where has he gone,
gazelle perfumed with pure myrrhand frankincense?
The moon has concealed the light of the stars the graceful beloved conceals the light of the moon!
51Divan, p. 301 (No. 172).
52Divan, p. 303 (No. 176).
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He chirped with soft speech and relied upon
Him who gave voice to the turtle-doveand swallow at their time"'~
He meant to say "bad" and said to me "touch".(2)
I touched him as his tongue declared.
He desired to say "go" and said "belly";(3)
I hastened to his belly, fenced with roses.")~5
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

Cf.Jer.8.7, "at the timeof theircoming";i.e., theyknowto singat thepropertime.
Ra' ("bad"),ga' ("touch").
Surah("go"),sugah("belly").
Cf. Song of Songs 7.3; the referenceis to the pubic region,surroundedby hair.

The cuteness of the lisping boy, with its endless possibilities for puns, was
a common theme in Arabic poetry. Ratzaby cities the verse of Abti Nuwdts:
"My heart melts because of the boy (~abi). I loved in him /the forming of the
r in his mouth when he speaks."5 Similar, too, are the fragments mentioned
by Ibn Khallikatn:

The letterr cannot hope for union (with you), nor can I:
Avoidance includes us both and makes us equal (in misfortune)!
When I am alone, I writer on the palm of my hand,
I weep lamenting,and so does the letterr.5
Indeed, according to al-JTahizthe mispronouncing of gh as r was a common
error that even learned people were likely to make.
Solomon Ibn Gabirol (b. ca. 102 1) was Samuel Ibn Nagrillah's contemporary
and proteg'e and may have borrowed some ideas from him, as perhaps in the
opening of the following:
He steals")~the sleep of my-eyesand I'm unawarethe like has never been seen or heard!
I draw his heart, slowly,lest he be weary and he draws my heart, slowly,lest I pine away.
If dawn comes to me-gently,
take pity on me-perhaps the evil will end.~2
Although I have not embraced you, neverthelessfor you is my lovestrangersdevour what I embrace.~3
I was asked to describe his form and said
"Your soul has torn the spheres of the earth!I4M
Come, let us sing to the vine a song
and in it bow to God and to Him bend down.
56

53Divan, p. 296 (No. 160); Schirmann 1:156.
54Judah Ratzaby, "ha-Ahavah be-shirat R' Shemuel ha-nagid," Tarbiz 39 (1969), 149.
55Nykl, Hispano-Arabic
Poetry,p. 59.
56 Schirmann,Shirim
hadashim,pp. 175-78. The restof the poem is in praise of wine, to which
he turns to help him forget the boy.
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(1) Yigzol; see my remarks above on Samuel's poem "God, change, please
(2) Plea addressed perhaps to God, perhaps to his friends:if I pass another sleepless night,
pity me.
(3) Possibly,followingSchirmann's suggestion: others enjoy your passion (but not me).
(4) I.e., it is impossible to describe the boy.

Ibn Gabirol was too great a poet to be content with mere repetitionof
standard cliches in his poetry. Here is a series of short poems in which he
describes all the usual beautifulfeaturesof a boy, but in each case he adds a
freshnessand originalityto his verse:
I willbe a ransomforthe gazelleof love,
in whomall who grievefindhappiness;"1'
Whosecheeksare like whitemarble,
and ruddy[as though]anointedwiththe blood of lovers.(2'
The fruitof his lips'3' are like swords
and his eyeslike arrowsto the heart.57
(1) Even those who sorrow rejoice in him.
(2) For want of a betterword; the Hebrew word hosheqwas coined by the medieval poets
(fromhesheq),analogous to Arabic 'ashiq(from'ashiqa,'ishq).58Both the Hebrew and the
Arabic mean, basically, "to join together"; hence, "passion, lust." The topos of the
martyredlover was standard in Arabic poetry.
(3) Speech (Isa. 57.19), not "teeth" as Jarden thought; his softspeech "slays" lovers,as do
his glances.

The poem turns the conventional description of the boy's beauty into
somethingmuch more poignant. His cheeks are ruddy, but from the blood
of his would-be lovers.The "fruitof his lips" is not the usual sweetsaliva, but
his words, which are like swords in rejectingthose who court him. That the
glances of the beloved are like arrows was a standard conceit,but here the
arrows take on a more sinistermeaning, for they pierce the heart of those
who adore him.
Say to himwhosehair embraceshis cheek:(1"
How can noon embrace the morning!'21

Do not considerit a sin to Agur'3' in saying
That beautyis vanityand grace a lie.

It is sufficientthat your cheeks testifythe truth,

For the deeds of God are unfathomable.59

5 Shireiha-holle-rabbi
ShlomohIbn Gabirol,ed. Dov Jarden (erusalem, 1975), p. 370 (No. 317);
ShlomohIbn Gabirol,shireiha-hol,ed. Hayyim Schirmannand H. Brody (erusalem, 1975), p. 32
(No. 57).
58 See on the interchangeable Arabic and Hebrew terms the important article of Alfred
Guillaume, "Hebrew and Arabic Lexicography,"Abr-Nahrain1 (1959-60), 1-35; 2 (1960-61),
5-35; 3 (1961-62), 1-10; 4 (1962-63), 1-18. This significantstudy deserves to be issued as a
monograph.
59 Ed. Jarden, p. 371 (No. 218); ed. Schirmann-Brody,p. 112 (No. 186).
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(1) Dark hairs have begun to appear on his cheeks.
(2) A contradiction;i.e., how can he be both a youth and an adult?
(3) Solomon (Prov. 30.1), a hint also to the poet's name.

The theme of the adolescent whose approaching adulthood, signalled by
the appearance of down on the cheek, brought an end to his desirabilityas
an object of love was common in Greek, Arabic, and Hebrew poetry.60In
Arabic, these poems are called mu'adhdhdrpoems (from 'idhdr,"down"). In
Spanish, the youth who firstbegan to show signs of a beard was called
These poems
mancebo,and such poems are referredto also as barbiponiente.
are particularlycommon in the Arabic poetryof al-Andalus, as the following
examples will show:
"He himselfrecitedto me in Sevilleconcerninga youth,of whiteface,on
whichdown appeared:
Oh, you of whitecheeks!They werefilledwithlight
untilthe down came to darkenyourbeauty.
You have remainedlike the candle in which,
on extinguishing
the flame,the wickis blackened."6
"Withthe nascentdown the beautyof thisboy
was thinned,and our heartsalso were made thin,
of love of him. It is not thatthe blacknesshas
coveredhis cheek,but thatit has
therebydiscoloredhis blackeyes!"62
"You were the fullmoon,untilone night
you were infectedby decay.
When the down sprouted,I said:
"Love is finished.The blackravenof down
has announcedseparation!"63
Spain was almost unique among the European countries of the Middle
Ages for the heterogeneityof its population and the cosmopolitan atmosphere of its larger centers of culture. Indeed, these characteristicsactually
predate the Muslim conquest of Spain in 711 and go back to the time of the
Roman occupation and Phoenician settlement.Romance, called "Ladino" or
"Latino" in Arabic and then in Hebrew, developed earlier in Spain than in
60
See, e.g., K. J. Dover, GreekPopular Morality,p. 215; Boswell, Christianity,
p. 29 n. 55. The
GreekAnthology
is filled with examples of this motif. Among Hebrew poets, Judah ha-Levi
particularlywrote many poems on this theme.
61 Ibn Sa'1d al-Maghribi,Librode las banderas,p. 150, citingthe poet Abiu Isbaq Ibrahim Ibn
Sahl al-Isrd'!li of Seville (a convertedJew; d. 1260).
62
Ibid., p. 170 (Abfi Muhammad 'Abd Allah Ibn Sara; 12th century).
63
Ibid., p. 245 (Abu-l-Hasan Ya'far ibn al-H.yy (Lorca, 12th century).There are, of course,
numerous earlier examples as well: e.g., The Diwan of AbuiNuwas, trans. Arthur Wormhoudt,
pp. 105 (No. 253), 109 (267), 125 (515), etc.
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other countries.64Undoubtedly, according to the currentlypopular theory,
oral poetryand songs in Romance existed froman early period. Among the
Muslims of Spain there emerged, subsequently,a form of poetryknown as
which had a final rhymedcouplet in Romance writtenin
the muwashshahah
Arabic characters.The Hebrew poets, too, wrote this kind of verse, except
thatthe finalcouplet mightbe eitherin Spanish or in Arabic. The important
thingwas that the finalcouplet was taken, apparently,frompopular sayings
or perhaps even fromverses thatwere common among the ordinarypeople.
The poem builds up to a climax which seems to findits natural conclusion in
the vulgar final couplet.65 Many of these Hebrew poems are of the sevi
genre, as the followingby Ibn Gabirol:
He woundsme, whosenecklaceis the Pleiades"1'
and whoseneck is [white]like the lightof the moon.
he reveals
In openingthe loops of his mouth(2"
the lightof his pearls31 like the sun fromits abode.
I answeredhim: "Take mysoul and slay [it];
or if not,heal me, please heal!"
He repliedwiththe sweetnessof his mouth:
"There is no cure foran old wound."
"Is mywoundold, my friend?
It is fresh- not more thana yearold."
He answered:"Drinkmycup, and singto me
as on a day of parting,let therebe no exaltation."
And mybelovedsang to me in Arabic:
"In memoryof the man whoseappearanceI love."66
64 Romance is also oftenreferredto in Arabic sources as "al-jdmi'a."The original,and correct,
formis "al-latanaal-jami'a" (the last word simplymeans "the community"),and Latino or Latani
(the formera Romance formin Arabic characters)always meant "Romance" in al-Andalus (see,
e.g., Ibn al-Baitar,as cited in J. Simonet,Glosario,p. 26; Primeracronicageneral1.632, col. b; Ibn
al-Qutiyah,in J. Ribera,Discursosleidosantela Real Academiade la Historia[Madrid, 1915], p. 109
and p. 19 n. 1). For Jewish sources for "latino" as Romance, see Moses Ibn Ezra, Kitab
ed. and trans. A. S. Halkin (Jerusalem,1975), p. 42. (I am preparal-muhadaraw'al-mudhakara,
ing an English translation of this work.) That Romance appeared in Spain prior to other
are themselvesthe firstwrittenevidence of
countriesis not subject to doubt. The muwashshahat
this,and, in addition, certain Castilian dialects were already in use locally as early as the early
ninth century(see Stanley Payne, A Historyof Spain and Portugal [Madison, Wisconsin, 1973]
1:39), and in court documents already by the eleventh century (ibid., p. 79). The earliest
manuscriptof vernacular poetryof France dates from 1088. German, of course, is earlier. (See
generally Robert K. Spaulding, How Spanish Grew [Berkeley, Los Angeles, 1962].)
65 In addition to Stern's previouslycited book (above, n. 46), see James Monroe, "HispanoArabic PoetryDuring the Caliphate of Cordoba," in G. E. von Grunebaum,ArabicPoetry,Theory
and Development,pp. 125-54, and idem, "Formulaic Diction and the Common Origins of
Romance LyricTraditions,"HispanicReview43 (1975), 341-50, two of the most excitingarticles
on the subject. The literatureon thistopic is vast,but these articlesand Stern's book (actuallya
collection of earlier articles and papers) provide a good introduction.
110); unfortunately,Stern
66 Ed. Jarden, p. 361 (No. 205); Schirmann-Brody,p. 62 (No.
seems not to have known of this poem.
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(1) The constellation(frequentlyused in Arabic and Hebrew poetry); the meaning here is
that his neck is so lovely only the stars can be its ornament.
s.v.
(2) 'Edyo(from'adiy,'adah). For the meaning "mouth,"see Ibn Janah,Seferha-shorashim,

of Ps. 32.9 in factread "hismouth,"and so should
'edah.The old Englishtranslations
its primarymeaning.
Ps. 103.5. However,'adiycan also mean "ornament,"

(3) His teeth.

The dialogue formis verycommon in Hebrew poetry,though not at all in
Arabic. It is veryunusual, however, if not unique, to have the language of
the finalcouplet indicated ("in Arabic"). This may show that the poem is an
early example of its genre in Hebrew. It need hardly be mentioned, of
course, that the factthat the boy sang the line in Arabic does not necessarily
mean he was a Muslim, although he may have been.
One of the finestof Ibn Gabirol's poems is the following:
Branch"1'who has exalted21 my heart with its blossoms,
and bough of myrtlewhich passion(3"has planted in its thoughts,
Standing as a pillar of ivory,lovely in the eyes of every
lover, and like a lover very poor are his gifts.(41
The secret of love he understands from the hearts: when
you raise yourheartto him,he willraise his eyes to you.(5)
Lovers have wept for me, but have not [truly]wept;
for like the cooing16' of a dove I will moan before his eyes.(71
His cheeks are like apples of gold in a setting
of silver,and a word fitlyspoken.'8'
The moon is shamed when it sees the light
of his cheeks, and the sun sets in his face'9'
His breast is like golden pomegranates fastened with silver;
would that I could suck his pomegranates!67
also an Arabicnameand so couldhintat
"treetop"),
(1) Amir("upperbranch,"sometimes
to as "branch"in Arabicpoetrybecause
thenameof theboy.Boyswereoftenreferred
of theirgraceand leanness.
liftingup."
(s.v. amr)means"exaltation,
(2) He'emir,accordingto Ibn Janah,Shorashim
the upperbranchis calledamir,"whichexactlyshowsthe
Indeed,he says"therefore
intentof the poet; note the paronomasiahere. In Arabicamarahas as a meaning
com"command,exercisepowerover,"whileamar,of course,means"ruler,military
mander."Thus, on a secondarylevelof meaning,theboy has ruled overthe poet's
heart.
of Arabic'ishq,has a strongermeaningthan
underinfluence
(3) As earliernoted,hesheq,
biblical"desire,love."
dallucan mean
of a doublemeaningin the secondhemistich:
(4) There is thepossibility
in whichcase themeaningis thathe is very
"hisgifts,"
"poor"(fromdal) and matenaw
to hislovers.However,dallupropermeans"wave,swing"
sparingin givingsatisfaction
"loins,waist"(e.g., 1
can as easilybe a formof matenayim,
(fromdalal) and matenaw
Kings2.5). The meaningthenwouldbe: "and likea lover(passionateone) hisloins(or
in the
branchundulating
boy,comparedto a myrtle
waist)swing(s)."The thin-waisted
wind,is commonin Arabic.
67

Ed. Jarden, p. 362 (No. 206); Schirmann-Brody,p. 72 (No. 123).
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(5) When you raise your heart,hoping to have him, he will "raise his eyes" haughtily.The
firsthemistichis somewhat obscure, and I am uncertain as to the translation.
(6) Actually,"moaning" (a dirge); cf. Ezek. 7.16.
(7) Yonah as "eyes": Song of Songs 4.1; because of his beauty.
(8) Prov. 25.11. This quotation of a full verse from the Bible is unusual and not very
effectivepoetically.
(9) This line appears only in Schirmann'sedition. It may be a substitutefor the above line
because of the problem I noted.

Before leaving Ibn Gabirol (who wrote many more love poems about
boys), I should mentionin passing an articleby Aaron Citron,who notes that
"the question that immediatelyarises," if we are to assume that all such
poems are really about women, "is why a greater vice would be depicted to
mask a lesser one."68 In other words, why would the poets have selected
boys, supposedly a completelyillicitobject of sexual desire, as a device to
conceal theirless objectionablelove for women? The point is, of course, well
taken,but Citrongoes astraywhen he claims to have invalidatedSchirmann's
conclusionsby discoveringa certain"'innocence"or ''sanctity"in a poem that
he describes as Ibn Gabirol's "lament on the death of a young boy," his
lover.69In fact,the poem is a lament on the death not of his lover but of his
own son! In any case, a significantnumber of Ibn Gabirol's love poems deal
quite obviously with boys.
Moses Ibn Ezra (1055-ca. 1135/40) is often considered the greatestof the
Hebrew poets of Spain. Certainlyhis poetryis characterizedby a complexity
that is at once its greatness and the quality that makes it at times maddeningly difficultto comprehend. Practicallyall of the genres and most of the
motifsof medieval Hebrew poetry are represented in his work, and it is
impossibleany longer to label him withsuch simplistictitlesas "the penitent"
(ha-salhan), as was often done in the Jewish community because of his
liturgicalpoetry.The dangers involved in failingto recognize the motifsof
medieval Hebrew poetry,prominentamong them the love of boys, can be
seen in the theoryof the nineteenth-century
scholar Gustav Karpeles, who
believed that Ibn Ezra fell in love withhis own niece and for this reason was
exiled from his home in Granada. This view was based solely upon his
German translationof the followingpoem, in which he deliberatelychanged
the subject from masculine to feminine!70The late David Yellin's belief that
Ibn Ezra wrote love poems only to boys and never about women71aroused
the indignationof Dan Pagis, who points out that Ibn Ezra was married and
68 "Aspects of Love in the Hebrew Poetryof Moslem Spain," Literature
East & West 11 (1967),
119-25 (generallyof littlevalue). Similarly,Dan Pagis, Shiratha-holve-torat
ha-shirle-Mosheh
Ibn
'Ezra u-veneidoro(Jerusalem,1970), p. 271 n. 42, asks the same question about poetryconcerning boys. (Yet, as we shall see, Pagis was not consistentin his views.)
69 Translated by Citron, pp. 123-24.
70
Geschichte
derjiidischenLiteratur(Berlin, 1886) 1:504-5.
71 Yellin, Ketavimnivharim(Jerusalem, 1939) 2:341.
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a father,as though this automaticallyprecludes his being able also to love
boys.72Ibn Ezra did, in fact,also writepoems about women, but some of his
finestpoems were about boys, as the following:
To everyman our wondrouslove"1'

shall be an example in the world to all.'21

and you
myselfagainstmy oppression(3'
I strengthen
are more perversethan all gazelles.(4'
I shall hide frommen whatis in my heart
lest theysay it is a disease of folly.
Know thatthe sicknessof love51 is in myheart
and you increasethe illnessin keepingaway;
And thatthe worldis like a firmseal(6'because of yourwandering
and its breadth,withoutyou,like a prison;
And thatmen,were theymostnoble,f7'
without sight of you(8) I consider wild animals.

In yourmouthare streamsof flowinghoney'9'
and I faintin mypain among the thirsty;
Your scentis myrrhin the nostrilsof strangersand I pant
like thejackals in the drywindof the desert.(10'
To you - youthwho understandshiddenthings,"1"'
and a fawn, but who hunts, gently,lions;(12)

Who giveslife to all loversand mylife(13)
withoutfaultmakeshang beforeme(14To you, greeting:Know thatmylove
whileyou increasesin,
greatlyincreases(15)
And thatyourdwellingis in myeye and heart;
althoughmen who dwellin themfear
a flameburns
Since in this(16)
clouds draw(18)
water.
and fromthat(17)
And thatyourwrathis [as] the favorof God in my eyes,
and thoughmyillnessis strongI do not envythe healthy.
I willnot turnfrommy path untilthe ground
pours out dew and the heavensbringforthvegetation.
Revive[me],myfawn,as is the desireof myheart,
whilethe swallowyettwitters
among the branches.73
(1) Ahabas a noun meaning"love"was coinedby Ibn Nagrillah.
(2) To futurelovers,who willtalkof our love.
myselfagainstsorrow."
(3) Cf. Amos 5.9, and also Jer.8.18: "I strengthen
"Nose, nissuah ve-tabnit:sugei shirat ha-hol bi-Sefarad,"ha-Sifrut1 (1968-69), 43-62.
Moses Ibn Ezra, Shireiha-hol,ed. H. Brody (Berlin, 1935), pp. 15-16 (No. 11). Note the
dramatic contrast between the "know" of line 4, introducing a series of almost breathless
statements(which is why I have retained the otherwiseawkward "Ands" in the translation)in
which the poet seeks to inform the boy of his suffering,and the "know" of line 11, which
introduces a series informingthe boy that his love for him increases in proportion to the
increase in suffering.The firstpart is all reproof, while the last exhibitsthe lover's desperate
p.
passion. (Again, note the similaritiesin some respects to the poems in Boswell, Christianity,
370 ff.)
72
73
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(4) With only a slightchange of vowel points we get the word 'ul ("suckling,youngster").
Could the poet have intended the pun?
(5) See note (1) above.
(6) Cf. Job 41.7 and 8.
(7) Brody suggested correctinghere: ke-'ayyalim
("gazelles"), and in the manuscript the
Arabic word al-sabi does appear in the margin. However, aside from the fact that no
such masculine plural form exists,the word 'ayil (pl. 'eilim)as written,literally"rams,"
means "mightyones" (e.g., Ex. 15.15), and in Semitic languages nobles were often
referredto withvarious names of animals: lions, gazelles, etc. It was sometimesused in
thissense in medieval Hebrew; see, e.g., HayyimGallipapa at the beginningof Isaac b.
Sheshet's responsum No. 394.
(8) The word is undoubtedly meant to be marah ("vision, sight of someone").
(9) Cf. Ps. 19.11.
(10) Cf. Jer. 4.11.
( 11) Paronomasia: 'elem("youth"), ta'alumim("hidden things").
(12) I.e., his lovers, whom he "hunts" (entices) in a guileless way.
(13) Paronomasia: hayy-("gives life, revives"),hayyai("my life").
(14) Cf. Deut. 28.66.
(15) Alternatively,"you increase" (the form is the same).
(16) The heart.
(17) The eye.
(18) Cf. Jer. 10.13.

I have noted that Muslim poets, both in al-Andalus and elsewhere, sometimeswrotelove poetrythe subjectof whichwas a Christianor a Jewishboy.
Jewishpoets, too, wrote poems about Muslim boys and women. The following brief poem on this theme is from Ibn Ezra's 'Anaq:74
My heart mourns"1'because of a son of Qedar,
A fawn lovely of appearance, young of years.
His cheeks are like scarlet and black(2'his hair,
And his lips are like crimson.
(1) Paronomasia: hiqdir("to darken, mourn"), Qedar (an Arab; cf. Isa. 21.17). An alternative reading of the line could be: "A son of Qedar darkened my heart."
(2) Tekhelet;oftenthoughtof as "blue," but the word was interpretedas referringto a black
color by many commentators.

Many poems (Arabic and Hebrew) celebrate the beauty of the boy cupbearer (Arabicsdqi),whose dutyit was to fillthe cups of wine in the tavernor
at an all-nightdrinkingparty.Sometimes these boys were also the object of
passion:

By my soul!"1'The night of companionship there rose in him,
in spite of fate, the sun of my joy.
In the night the word of my fawn was my choice fruit(21
and his mouth was my cup and the wine of his saliva myjuice;(3)
74 Brody, p. 351, No. 49. (The 'Anaq, meaning
"necklace," is a collection of short poetic
epigrams.)
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And the beauty of his face my lilies, and the rows
on his cheeks were considered as branches of my myrtle.(4'
When his eyes pierced(51 my heart,
quickly to the balm of his breast [I took] flight.75

(1) I will ransom the night with my soul when . . . (an Arabic expression).
(2) Song of Songs 7.14 (referringhere to the fruitthat was tasted to enhance the drinking
of the wine).
(3) Song of Songs 8.2.
(4) Rows, probablyof finedown on the cheek, which is oftencompared to myrtleleaves in
Arabic poetry (the myrtle,or another spice, was inhaled with the wine). Not all references in Arabic or Hebrew poetry to down on the boy's face are negative.
(5) Brody's reading is incorrecthere, and it mustbe yiskhu(fromsokhah,"to pierce, to see").

The following poem combines the greatest imaginable pleasures
of wine and a boy:
Desire"1'of my heart and delight of my eyes A fawn'2'beside me and a cup in my hand!
Many admonish me, but I do not heed;
Come, 0 gazelle, and I will subdue them.
Time will destroy them and death shepherd(3)them.
Come, 0 gazelle, rise and feed me4)
With the honey of your lips, and satisfyme.
Why do they hold back my heart, why?
If because of sin and guilt,
I will be ravished by your beauty - God is there!(5)
Pay no attentionto the words of my oppressor,
A perverse man - come and try me!
He was enticed, and we went up to his mother's house,
And he gave his shoulder to my burden.'6'
Night and day I was only with him.
I undressed him, and he undressed me;
I sucked his lips and he sucked mine.(7)
When I left my heart as a pledge in his eyes,
The burden of my guilt was also weighed in his hand.
He sought enmity,(8) and inflictedhis anger,(9)
And angrilycried, "Enough; leave me!
Do not force me, and do not entice me."
Do not be angry with me, gazelle, to destructionExtraordinaryis your will, my dear, extraordinary!
Kiss your beloved and fulfillhis desire.
If it is in your soul to give life, revive me Or if your desire is to kill, kill me!76
(1) The wordalso means"lust."
(2) Boy ('ofer).
75
76

Brody, pp. 158-59 (No. 159).
Brody, pp. 161-62 (No. 149); Schirmann,ha-Shzrah,1:367.
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(3) "Gather" them to it.
(4) Havrieni; "feed me, fattenme."
(5) Eshgeh; "I will be ravished." The word also has the meaning "to err, unintentionallyto
sin." "God is there" is ambiguous - either "there" (to forgive),or "there" (in the boy's
beauty).
(6) Cf. Gen. 49.15 (the context there implies that, possibly,the boy was paid; at least he
consented willingly).
(7) Literally,"he sucked me" (anaq, which only means "suck"); however,I have no reason
to believe that it means anythingother than kissing.
(8) Cf. Job 33.10.
(9) Job 35.15 (paqad there means "inflict;visit upon").

The followingshort poem concludes the selection from Ibn Ezra:
A bunch from the offspringof rows"1'
in the hand of a fawn, and pleasant plants.(21
I thought him, when he was near my side,
like the moon at the edge of a rainbow.1177
(1) A bunchof flowersfromthe rowsof the garden;aguddah,"bunch,"can also mean
"band" (of men).
referto thefleeting
(2) Cf. Isa. 17.10,and see verse 11 there(does the poet,therefore,
youthand beautyof the boy?)
(3) Qeshet'ananim;cf. Ezek. 1.28,whichis a visionof God!

Judah ha-Levi (1075-1141), like Ibn Ezra, is perhaps more generallyknown
for his religious than for his secular poetry; yet both poets in fact wrote
more secular verse. Many of ha-Levi's poems are of thesevi genre; not all of
these are to be found in the sectiondevoted to love poetryin Brody's edition
of his Divan, but are scatteredthroughout.The followingis a muwashshai,a
favoriteform used by ha-Levi for love poems:
Inquire of my fawn(1)my well-being,/ he will say what profitthere is in
my blood:(21
Speak to him flattery,
That he despise the gain of oppression.(31
His - to my weakened eyes(4His to restore a bit my well-being/ perhaps my dream will behold him:(5)
The gazelle whom I ransom with my soul;
Let the death of man seize upon me,(61
He is the keeper of my paradise and my fire.
From his cheeks is the garden of my spices / as from his eyes my poison:(7)
So with the arrows of his eyes he oppresses;
The heart of his fellow he smites once and again.
[But] those who rejoice at calamity(8) I answer:
Even if my companion is changed into my enemy(9)/ the yoke of his love
is dominion to my shoulder:(10)

77

Brody, p. 152 (No. 150).
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With all the delights of the world I will ransom
The night when my lust was fulfilled"1"'
By the gazelle of loveliness, and I scraped
From his lips the flowing wine of his vineyard / and I kissed his ruddy
cheeks

:(12)

Of the bdellium(131 of his mouth he gave me drink
Blood of grapes in crimson lips Until he awoke and answered me:
"How long, how long / will I give you to drink wine from my mouth?78
(1) 'Ofer(Song of Songs 2.9 and 4.5)
(2) Ps. 30.10; here the meaning is: he will tell what advantage there is to my lifewhen I am
dying of love of him.
(3) Isa. 33.15.
(4) Ps. 6.8; weakened by sorrow.
(5) Perhaps he will restore (or: he is obligated to restore) a bit of sleep to me and I will see
him in a dream.79
(6) Ps. 55.16 (the qeri: yashi'mavet).
(7) I delight in the loveliness of his face (cf. Song of Songs 5.13), yet his glances have the
power to slay me.
(8) Prov. 17.5.
(9) Qami, apparently coined from qum, in the sense of "rise up against me."
(10) Cf. Isa. 9.5.
(11) Literally,"he pressed my breast." Derived from Ezek. 23.2 and 8, but the general
contextthere of sexual passion is intended. As to Brody's confusionover the meaning
of bo, I fail to see the difficulty.
Obviously it is a pronoun, the antecedent of which is
leil in line 15: "the night in which...."
(12) The apparent firstperson suffixesare necessitatedby meter.
(13) Often translated as 'pearl" and used poetically to mean "teeth," but it really is a
fragrantgum, like myrrh(cf. Num. 11.7).

There are many other sevi poems by ha-Levi, but two more examples
must suffice:
Cheeks like coals of fire on a pavement of marble,"1'
Embroidered round about in myrrhlike embroidered linen.(2)
He increases(31fire in my heart in approaching me,
For he pities once and is treacherous six times!(4180
(1) The poem is based throughout
on variousplayson words;here,raspahmeaningboth
"coal"(Isa. 6.6) and "pavement"
(Esther1.6).The meaning,of course,is ruddycheeks
on pale skin.8'
78Judah ha-Levi, Divan, ed. H. Brody (Berlin, 1894-1930) 2:14 (No. 11).
79 The theme of the image of the beloved appearing in a dream is a major topos of the love
poetry.I have dealt withthis in my article"Satire and Debate in Two Famous Medieval Poems
from al-Andalus: Love of Boys vs. Girls, the Pen and Other Themes," The MaghrebReview 4
(1979), 105-13, which containsa translationof the famous poem of Yu-sufIbn Hasday and the
reply by Ibn Nagrillah.
80Divan 2:31 (No. 28).
81 This line, I should point out, also contains an allusion to Song of Songs 8.6: reshafeyah
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(2) His cheeks are "decorated" with fine down, like myrrh (not yet dark enough to
constitutethe beginnings of the dreaded beard).
(3) Yosef.Possiblythe emphaticplacing of thisverb form,the same as the name "Joseph,"at
the beginning of the line is a hint to the name of the boy.
(4) For every one time he lets me have my way with him, six times he refuses. Again, the
theme of the deceitful boy.

In addition to borrowingthemes and language fromArabic poetry,some
poets also translatedor adapted Arabic poetryinto Hebrew. An example by
ha-Levi:
The day when I fondledhim on myknee
And he saw his imagein the pupilsof myeyes,
He kissedmyeyes- littledeceiver,
His reflection
he kissed,and not myeyes!82
This is a reworkingof a rather weak poem by the famous al-Mutanabbi:
A beautywho as long as I was alone withher
saw her visagein myvision.
She kissedmyeyes and she cheatedme,
forshe kissedher own mouthin that.83
Besides the obvious general improvementof the poem in ha-Levi's transformationof it, he has made it much more believable and delightfulby
changing the subject froma woman to a young boy, of whom we can more
easily imagine such behavior.
We have as yet relativelylittlepoetryfromAbraham Ibn Ezra (1092-1167),
who must have been one of the greatestand most prolificof the medieval
poets; even so we have some outstandingexamples of thesevi genre fromhis
hand. The followingis on the theme of the "spy," who objected on moral
grounds to love affairswith boys:
Spy of the lovely gazelle, heal me:

[let me] see the glowingcheeks!
[But] he was angeredand his eyes keptwatch
like a serpentby the road."1)

rishpeiesh, "its [love's] coals are coals of fire"; resefand reshefare the same word. I am very
gratefulto Prof. Boswell for his very insightfulnote here, which I reproduce in full with his
kind permission: "The word sheshcan mean "marble" (as here), "fine linen," as in line 2, or
"six,"as in line 4. The entirepoem is constructedon puns and the repetitionof the same sounds
with differentmeanings [note: this is what we call paronomasia]. It is impossible to convey in
translationthe effectof reading the same word each time, but being forced by the context to
understand it differently.
As but one of many layers of richnessachieved by thistechnique one
mightnote that the repetitionof the same word (shesh)in referenceto the boy three timeswith
three entirelydifferentmeanings evokes an image of the boy himself as containing many
differentqualities, or perhaps being of a highly changeable nature."
82
Schirmann,ha-Shirah1:446 (No. 2); cf. Jer. 31.19 and Isa. 66.12.
83
al-Mutanabbi,Diwan, trans. Wormhoudt, p. 322.
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Beloved, I desire that you turn to me,
my weeping and miserydo not forsake.
My heart comfortsme: perhaps
his hard heart will soften.
[Perhaps] he will not be angry at the words of my speech;
but, because of his guardian,(2' he is silent.
To him my words are strange,
for he has become lame with the afflictionof his age.(31
Winking to me by design,
he acts humbly(4' and "tears down the house of the proud."(5
Consent, beloved, to meet in secret
for I shall love to lie with you And to the name of the prince of all Israel'6)
we will drink and take a cup of wine.
I will ask that God show
favor to the seller of wine.(7'
Joy to my right and my left a fawn'8) and spiced wine.
Wealth or health(9)for drinking
I will give, and it will take all!(10)84
(1) Gen. 49.17.
(2) The "spy"; no legal relationship is implied (a common theme in Arabic).
(3) See Ex. 12.27 and 2 Sam. 4.4.
(4) Deceitfully,pretending to be circumspect.
(5) Thus, he dashes the hopes of his lover (Prov. 15.25).
(6) The Jewish notable in whose honor the ode was written.
(7) Literally,"golden water," white wine, considered superior to red.
(8) The boy.
(9) Both words unclear in the manuscript; perhaps hon ("wealth") and basari ("my flesh").
(10) This is the "transitionverse"; remainder of the poem is praise of the "master" of the
boy (was he a Muslim slave?).

Abraham Ibn Ezra's son Isaac (twelfth century), who later converted to
Islam and then returned to Judaism, also wrote several sevi poems, of which
the following muwashshah is perhaps one of the best:
The secret of love, how can it be contained?
The heart and the tear are talebearers.(1')
The heart is restrained from what it seeks,
Shut up and by passion of him besieged,
Unable to obtain its desire.
If it presumes to attain to the stars,
Its pride is brought down, laid low.(2)
Beloved like a hart,f3'with heart of a panther,f4'
If you desire to slay,
My heart is in your hand as clay.

84

Schirmann,Shirimhadashim,pp. 272-74.
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But do not summon wanderings upon it,'5'
For in its midst your name is sheltered.
Beloved, like a scarlet cord his lips,
Burning like fire for they are his censer,'6'
And in them is the work of his signs.'7'
Live by them, for it waits(8) for them A heart long suffering because of them.
How my fate has hardened its(9) spirit.
A while, and separation will cause it to be odious
To my friends who knew its thoughts.
If wandering has separated us,
It has increased love.
I will watch for the gazelle
To leave in the garden my pleasures,
Although my rebuker stands to accuse me.85

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)

They reveal the secret of his love, cf. Prov. 11.13.
Cf. Isa. 25.12.
'Ofer (fawn; the boy).
Although lovely of form, his heart is hard.
Based on the Arabic theme of the wandering lover: if you command my heart to
"wander" (to stop loving you), know thatthoughtsof you have already "made a tent"in
it and cannot be erased.
Cf. Lev. 16.12.
Cf. Deut. 11.3; the poet means his lips are a "miracle" of beauty.
Or "withersin pain"; cf. Ps. 55.5. He can only live by the beauty of the boy, even
though it has long caused suffering.
The subject is still the heart of the poet.

It is perhaps fittingto close withthis poem, in my opinion one of the finest
of medieval Hebrew poetry.Since thisarticleis limitedto a discussion of the
poets of the "classical" period of Muslim Spain, thesevi poetryof later poets,
such as Judah al-Harizi and especially Todros Abulafia, has not been included. The discussion of the poetry of the latter would require another
article at least of the same length. The purpose of this article has been to
show that there exists a significantand importantbody of poems of the sevigenre in medieval Hebrew poetry,of which only a small sample has here
been translated and analyzed for the firsttime, and that these poems are
hardly "allegory" or mere literarydevices.
Research on medieval Hebrew secular poetryand literatureis stillso much
in a stage of infancythatit is difficultto make comparisonswithother poetry
and even to draw solid conclusions about such things as Arabic influence.
Certainlythe Bible was a major source for the terminologyand even the
themes of medieval Hebrew poetry, and in the understandable desire to
discover Arabic parallels to the poetry this obvious fact is often neglected.
85

Isaac Ibn Ezra, Shirim,ed. N. Ben-Menahem (Jerusalem, 1950), pp. 21-22 (No. 8).
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There is yet no satisfactorystudyof the use and interpretationof the Bible
by the Hebrew poets.
No particular civilizationhas had a monopoly on themes and idioms of
poetic expression. It is perhaps most of interest,therefore,simplyto note
the similaritiesof this poetry to ancient Greek and medieval Muslim and
Christianpoetrydealing with the love of boys. Only a complete analysis of
medieval Hebrew poetry,which has not yet been attempted,can reveal the
fullsignificanceof this genre, but there can be no doubt that it was of major
importance(note, for example, my statisticalobservationswithregard to the
love poetryof Ibn Nagrillah). This may partiallyexplain the relativeobscurity into which medieval Hebrew secular poetry fell after the Middle Ages
until its rediscoveryin the last century.Such poetrywas not in the spiritof
the almost exclusively religious culture which emerged among European
Jewsoutside of the Iberian peninsula, and by the same token it continues to
arouse the indignantdenials of religiouslyoriented scholarstoday. However,
the full measure of a civilizationcan only be taken from a comprehensive
studyof its culture,including the secular as well as the religiousaspects. For
the historian,therefore,this poetryis a significantsource for understanding
the culture and daily lives of the Jews of medieval Spain. For the studentof
literature,I hope that it will open a small window onto the panorama of a
nearly forgottenand unknown world of medieval Hebrew literature.
One finalword needs to be said about the significanceof this poetryin its
own age. In our time it is often popularly assumed that the poet is somehow
sheltered from the world and lives in a kind of aesthetic paradise of his or
her own. The medieval Jewishpoet of Spain, however, was totallyinvolved
in the life and problems of the community.Some, like Ibn Nagrillah, were
statesmen;others,like Judah ha-Levi, doctors; stillothers,like Ibn Gabirol,
philosophers. All led active lives and were widely known throughout the
Jewish communities of Spain. This must make us cautious about any assumption that their poetry reached only a relativelysmall aristocraticclass.
There were, in fact, many manuscriptsof the complete works and of individual poems of these authors, whose wide popularityis furtherattestedby
the frequencywithwhich laterJewishauthors of Spain cited them. Thus we
may withreal confidenceconclude thatthis poetrydoes provide us "a mirror
held up to nature,"one thatreflectsthe emotionsand the livesof the "Golden
Age" of Spanish Jewry.
UNIVERSITY
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