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PREFACE

I began to study Maimonides in 1947, when I was fourteen, at a Hebrew summer camp in Wisconsin. Some years later Professor Louis Finkelstein, chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, where I was then studying, established the Herbert Lehman Institute of Talmudic Ethics and offered fellowships to students. I, however, was more interested in Jewish thought. When Professor Finkelstein failed to convince me, he suggested that I speak with the eminent Talmudist Saul Lieberman.

The only way I dared take up Professor Lieberman’s time was to walk home with him after he finished his day at 1:00 A.M. As we were passing Columbia University, I told him that my main interest was Maimonides’ philosophy. He asked me, “For whom did Maimonides write the Moreh nevukhim [Guide of the Perplexed]?” “For the nevukhim,” I responded. “Kraemer,” he asked, “do you want to be a navokh?” “No, Professor.” Then he said, “I don’t agree with Strauss,” going on to say that, contrary to the view of philosopher Leo Strauss, Maimonides’ defining work was his code of law, Mishneh Torah, based on the Talmud, and that The Guide of the Perplexed was an act of benevolence for the unfortunate nevukhim.

The next day I went to a bookstore and bought Leo Strauss’ Persecution and the Art of Writing. I learned how to read with meticulous care and absolute seriousness The Guide of the Perplexed and other texts I had been studying. As Strauss constantly cited the Arabic texts of medieval Islamic and Jewish philosophical books, as well as the Greek texts of Plato and Aristotle, I realized that I had to learn these languages. Professor Gerson D. Cohen of the seminary suggested that I go up to Yale to study Arabic with Professor Franz Rosenthal, who concentrated on Arabic, Islam, Semitic languages, and Greco-Arabic studies, namely, the transmission of the Greek philosophical heritage to the world of medieval Islam.

In the 1960s, as a graduate student at Yale, I twice visited the University of Chicago and met with Leo Strauss. I attended his class, which was an exhilarating experience. During this period I also met two other scholars who had a profound impact on me, Shelomo Dov Goitein and Shlomo Pines. Professor Goitein’s specialty was the Cairo Genizah, the precious repository of manuscripts from the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Old Cairo. He was also an expert on Maimonides’ life and career. I remained in touch with him over the years and went to Cambridge University every summer to pore over Genizah documents.

Professor Pines, of Hebrew University, had an incredible familiarity with languages and a command of philosophy and the history of science. He had translated The Guide of the Perplexed for the well-known University of Chicago Press edition of 1963. Shlomo Pines and Leo Strauss were the foremost interpreters of Maimonides in the twentieth century.

My concentrated, almost exclusive, study of Maimonides began soon after the signing of the peace treaty between President Anwar Sadat of Egypt and Prime Minister Menahem Begin of Israel on March 26, 1979. President Sadat spoke of a spirit of amity and friendship between Arabs and Jews and noted that Maimonides wrote his great works in Arabic, and that some scholars linked his writings with those of the Muslim philosopher Abu Nasr al-Farabi. President Navon observed that Arabic and Hebrew are sister languages with similar vocabularies, symbols, and concepts, and a common origin. He presented to President Sadat a copy of The Guide of the Perplexed in Judeo-Arabic. They agreed that Maimonides was the main cultural and intellectual bridge between the two countries.

I traveled to Egypt several times and was captivated by it. I visited Old Cairo, or Fustat, with its ancient Coptic churches and the Ben Ezra Synagogue, which housed the Genizah. I viewed the peace treaty as an opportunity to form ties with Egyptian colleagues and to help create a new cultural, social, and political reality based on cooperation and mutual understanding.

When I invited Professor Goitein to give a lecture on Maimonides’ life at a conference on Maimonides in Egypt, he excused himself for health reasons, suggesting that I give the lecture instead. He had uncanny insight into what people should be doing, and his idea inspired me to write this biography.
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Introduction

We are the children of our landscape.

—LAWRENCE DURRELL, JUSTINE

MOSES MAIMONIDES, the foremost Jewish scholar of all time and one of the greatest minds in the Western world, was born circa 1138 into a distinguished family in Córdoba, Spain. As a philosopher and scientist, he wrote the illustrious Guide of the Perplexed and mastered mathematics, astronomy, logic, ethics, politics, and theology. As a physician, he served royalty and wrote medical works that were studied in the Middle East and Europe for centuries. As a jurist, he wrote a great compendium of Jewish law that influenced all subsequent Jewish law codes. As the Great Rav (Master) in Israel, he was the highest religious authority for Jews in Egypt and for others east and west, north and south.

Over the gallery doors in the U.S. House of Representatives Chamber of Congress are twenty-three marble relief portraits of famous lawgivers. One of them is Maimonides.

CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS

Even a towering genius needs favorable conditions to achieve what he does. Yet Maimonides lived in tumultuous times, in a maelstrom of earthshaking events, when the clash of civilizations between Christianity and Islam was at a point of incandescent intensity. On two fronts, Spain and the Holy Land, the rivals were locked in a colossal struggle, the Jews caught between the colliding worlds as powerless victims. Both conflicts shaped Maimonides’ life. The clash in Spain and the invasion by the fundamentalist Almohads from North Africa forced him and his family to take up the wanderer’s staff. Later he had a close encounter with the war between Muslims and the Crusaders in the Holy Land and Egypt.

Following itinerant years in Spain, North Africa, and the Holy Land, he arrived at a new haven in Egypt. His first years there were turbulent. Syrian and Crusader armies invaded the country. The Shi‘i Fatimid dynasty (969–1171), after two hundred years of dominion, was overthrown by the Sunni Ayyubids (1171–1250), totally transforming Egypt forever.

ISLAMIC CIVILIZATION

Maimonides lived his entire life under the aegis of Islamic civilization, first in the West—Spain and the Maghrib—and then in Egypt. In this period, the vast majority of the world’s Jewish population lived in Muslim territory.

It is necessary to study Maimonides against the background of his culture and society, a demanding task requiring acquaintance with a complex civilization. We must consider his life, career, and writing as the highest expression of the intertwined worlds of Judaism and Islam. We need to know the cultural and social environment to understand our subject and to get to know his mental universe.

Islamic civilization embraced a variety of cultures and peoples, having different origins and backgrounds. It encompassed a large territory, extending from Spain and Northwest Africa to the Far East, and from Central Asia to sub-Saharan Africa. Islam was the prevalent religion, touching this civilization’s political culture, worldview, lifestyle, literature, art, and architecture. We need to differentiate Islamic civilization from Islamic religion, the latter being the system of beliefs and rituals practiced by Muslims.

One reason for a prodigious Jewish achievement in the Islamic milieu was that the cultural context was Arabic, a Semitic language closely related to Hebrew. Arabic-speaking Jewish intellectuals—mainly physicians, merchants, and government bureaucrats—studied the Qur’an, grammar and lexicography, tradition (hadith), jurisprudence, theology, medicine, the exact sciences, philosophy, and also belles lettres and poetry. These intellectuals emulated the Muslim study of the Qur’an, grammar, and lexicography by studying the Bible and the Hebrew language, and they imitated Arabic poetry by writing Hebrew verse. In a gesture of mimetic competition, they extolled their own cultural treasures (the Bible and Hebrew) as superior to their Arab models.

The possibilities for acculturation were greater in the Islamic world than in Christendom, as so much of Islamic civilization was secular, whereas Christian culture was intimately bound to the Church and religious faith. Islamic civilization was predominantly urban and commercial, with a thriving middle class that had the desire and means to acquire knowledge. In both Islamic and Jewish societies, the social status of scholarship was high and the scholar-scribe-administrator, learned merchant, and physician were the main bearers of an elite culture.

Aside from periodic outbreaks of fanaticism, the enduring problem for non-Muslims in an Islamic state is that Islam provides a stable polity only under Islamic supremacy. The totally religious nature of the Islamic state prevents the formation of secular types of communal life and leaves no space for civil society. In Europe, civil society developed outside the church, a prospect that the unity of mosque and state precludes. The sole legitimate social order is the Islamic community, the jama‘a, in which only free, male Muslims participate and enjoy equality. All others—slaves, women, and infidels (e.g., Jews and Christians)—are inferior. Of course, infidels can convert to Islam, and slaves can become free; however, women are consigned to permanent inferiority.1 Religion is regarded as ethnic and national, not as confined to the spiritual aspects of life; hence, the infidel is an alien and outsider.

Islam emerged as a triumphant religious polity, with Muhammad as legislator, general, and head of state. Christianity existed without political authority for more than three hundred years before it triumphed and Constantine the Great declared it the state religion. In the course of time, state and religion could go their separate ways.

Jews, in contrast, were accustomed to being subject to alien rule and were reconciled to the absence of territorial sovereignty. After the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E. and the failure of the Bar Kokhba revolt in 135 C.E., Jews lost political power and lived under Roman and then Byzantine rule, most of them dispersed throughout the Diaspora. Judaism, as we know it, came into existence under foreign sovereignty—Romans, Byzantines, and Muslims. The talmudic sages taught that “the law of the government is the law,” meaning that Jews had to obey the laws of the sovereign of the land.

From the ninth to the twelfth century, Islamic culture burgeoned, as scholars translated philosophy and science from Greek into Arabic, appropriating this ancient heritage creatively and critically. Scholarship, literature, art, and architecture thrived. The Islamic world surpassed Europe in culture and learning. In Spain, especially Toledo, and in Sicily, scholars translated Arabic philosophy and science into Latin, as Islamic culture became the bridge between the intellectual heritage of antiquity and the West. The transmission of learning from Greek into Arabic and then from Arabic into Hebrew and Latin and other European languages was a momentous achievement of human civilization, and it was vital for the formation of European thought in the medieval period.

There were three great ages of cultural synthesis in Jewish history—Greek (Hellenistic), Arabic, and German. No other age compares to the Spanish experience in depth of learning, cultural sophistication, and comprehensiveness, embracing biblical and talmudic studies, linguistics, poetry, philosophy, and science.

Whereas in modern times cultural assimilation eventually led to abandonment of Judaism, the acculturation of Andalusian Jewish intellectuals within an Arab-Islamic ambience enriched their own culture and enhanced their attachment to Judaism. This was partly due to the similarity of Islam to Judaism as a religion based on a revealed law embodied in a sacred scripture, interpreted by religious scholars. There were, however, many Jewish apostates, who found the magnet of Islamic power, the allure of Islamic culture, and the convenience of Islamic life too tempting to be turned down.

The ideal type of the Jewish intellectual in the Andalusian milieu was someone possessing adab (Arabic, “cultural refinement”; cf. Greek paideia). The cultural paragon of Andalusian Jews was the courtier-rabbi, learned in traditional scholarship and erudite in secular knowledge, who served the royal court as physician, advisor, translator, and diplomat while representing the Jewish community to the government. This model of biculturalism, versatility, and social responsibility was exemplary for Maimonides as he fashioned his career.

Unlike Christian Europe, where Jews were consigned to the margins of the economy, Jews in the Muslim world were active in the economic life of their societies. Some were merchants who managed the commercial conduits with Europe and with Muslim countries on the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean as well as with the Far East. Others were farmers who tended vineyards and olive groves. Still others owned shops and practiced trades and handicrafts as cloth manufacturers and dyers, manufacturers of silk clothing, goldsmiths and silversmiths, tanners, and cobblers.

Jews were not driven to moneylending in Muslim lands as they were in medieval Europe, where this societal role inflamed hatred against them. They did, however, take part in collecting taxes for the government, which inevitably aroused animosity.

A MEDITERRANEAN MAN

We are painting the portrait of a Mediterranean man. Maimonides lived his whole life near the sea in an urban environment, his scenic background always Mediterranean. Despite all of his displacements, he always resided in the same general region. He spent circa twenty-two years in Spain, then settled in Fez, Morocco, for five years before traveling eastward to Acre for one year, after which he resided in Egypt for thirty-eight years. From Egypt he corresponded with Jewish communities in the entire Mediterranean basin and beyond.

Maimonides’ landscape consisted of the coasts, mountains, deserts, rivers, and cities of the Mediterranean. The sea was a barrier and a bridge connecting three continents—Europe, Asia, and Africa. It was the intersection of nations, ethnicities, languages, and cultures, traversed by ships linking North Africa, Spain, southern France, Italy, Sicily, Egypt, Syro-Palestine, and Byzantium.

The Mediterranean region is primarily an urban area, its human setting fashioned by cities and communications, with agriculture directed mainly toward towns. The great Mediterranean cities (Fez, Tunis, Alexandria, Cairo/Fustat, Tyre, Constantinople, Venice, Syracuse, Rome, Marseilles, Córdoba, and Barcelona) were adjacent to the sea or connected by accessible waterways. In the southern and eastern Mediterranean, there are also great inland cities that served as centers for roads leading through the desert.2

Shelomo Dov Goitein and Ferdinand Braudel made the Mediterranean the center of their historical investigations. Writing about a later era, Braudel argued for the “unity and coherence of the Mediterranean region.” Braudel’s colleague Lucien Febvre wrote, “The Mediterranean is the sum of its routes, land routes and sea routes, routes along the rivers and routes along the coasts, an immense network of regular and casual connections, and the life-giving bloodstream of the Mediterranean region.”3

Goitein saw the unity of the Mediterranean world as predominant, even though it was divided into separate, sometimes warring, political units.4 The waves lapping the northern and southern shores of the Mediterranean were no longer of a single empire, the Roman Imperium, which regarded the Mediterranean as mare nostrum, “our sea.” Although many states, ethnic groups, and religions emerged in the Mediterranean region, political boundaries did not stifle free movement and did not interfere with the unity and autonomy of religious and ethnic groups.

BIOGRAPHICAL ISSUES

Where there are gaps in Maimonides’ biography, they are often filled with legend and surmise, so that his life is surrounded by a halo of myth. Unfortunately, most biographies are derived from previous biographies and from secondary literature and fail to distinguish between fact and fiction.

We hear nothing in primary sources about Maimonides’ mother, for instance. Readers like to know about mothers. There must be an explanation for this silence. So a sixteenth-century historian, writing four hundred years after the event, decided that Maimonides’ mother died in childbirth.5 This turned young Moses into an orphan brought up by a stepmother, a touching account. The story is enshrined in biographies as solid fact—in two recent biographies, for instance, written in 2001 and 2005—and I have even encountered it in serious museum exhibitions.

It is also told that Maimonides’ first wife died young, and that his son, Abraham, was the offspring of a second wife. We know that he married late in life, circa 1173, when he was about thirty-five, and Abraham was born in 1186, when he was forty-eight. Biographers surmise that this could not have been with his first wife (see chapter 12).

We read in Muslim and Jewish sources that when living in Fez during a period of religious oppression, Maimonides converted to Islam. This is sensational if true. But is it true? We find in an Arabic source that when Maimonides lived in Egypt a Muslim jurist from Fez claimed that he had known him as a Muslim and that he had reverted to Judaism since then. This was an act of apostasy, according to Islam, and punishable by death. Can we give credence to this story? According to one historian, Maimonides arranged for the man’s murder by having him thrown into the Nile. We shall have a look at various accounts and perspectives in chapter 7.

We often find it said that Maimonides was physician to Richard the Lionhearted. How did the story come about, and is it true?

A good narrative needs a villain, and in chapter 15 we have Zuta. The pejorative nickname Zuta means “small”; he was actually called Zuta ha-Rasha‘, or Zuta the Wicked. He became ra’is al-yahud, or head of the Jews of Egypt and its territories, by bribes and underhanded dealings with the government. When in power, he oppressed the people and pressured them for taxes. He removed judges from their posts and appointed his own candidates. Zuta informed on Jews he claimed were disloyal to the Egyptian regime, and they were imprisoned or executed. He regarded himself as the precursor of the Messiah or as the Messiah himself. Maimonides and his colleague judge Isaac ben Sason eventually got rid of Zuta and relieved Jewish communities of their tormentor. Had Maimonides failed to defeat Zuta, he could not have attained the leadership role over Egyptian Jewry that he did. The problem is that no one so far has identified Zuta. Who is Zuta? What is he that all the saints abhorred him? The Zuta narrative is like a giant jigsaw puzzle in which the pieces don’t quite fit and some are left over on the table.

Narratives also need heroes. No one was more celebrated as a hero, in his time and for posterity, than Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi, better known as Saladin. He was the most famous person of the age. By chance, Saladin and Maimonides were born in about the same year. By destiny, they became two of the outstanding figures of the second millennium. The two earned world fame in their lifetime. They were from opposite ends of the earth and met by fortune in Egypt. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (1194–1270), the historian of medicine, wrote that Maimonides ministered to Saladin as one of his court physicians. Given the historian’s contact with Maimonides’ son, Abraham, it stands to reason that this information is accurate.

Who was Saladin? Was he noble, generous, and pious, an idealist who sincerely pursued jihad against the Crusaders? Or was he a pragmatist who exploited the jihad to conquer territories in Syria and northern Mesopotamia, to aggrandize himself and his family, pursuing an expansionist policy in the guise of religious faith? (See chapter 11.)

THE HISTORIAN AS DETECTIVE

The above problems are examples of questions that constitute the Sherlock Holmes component of our biography. The Yale historian Robin Winks suggested that the historian should gather and interpret evidence by methods like those employed by the detective, using similar reasoning processes.6 The detective solves a crime by reconstructing a crime scene. We also reconstruct a scene by scrutinizing clues—names, inscriptions, letters, legal documents, and texts. We need to authenticate, evaluate, and date them. We make inferences and construct theories on the basis of evidence that we gather slowly and painfully. We harvest the evidence and force it to yield its secrets. We assemble a mosaic out of pieces of varying colors, shapes, and sizes. The best evidence is often an insignificant detail, something crossed out on a page of writing, a gesture, or a snippet of conversation. The great Greek biographer and historian Plutarch of Chaeronea (ca. 46 C.E.–120 C.E.) wrote:



For I am writing biography, not history, and the truth is that the most brilliant exploits often tell us nothing of the virtues or vices of the men who performed them, while on the other hand a chance remark or a joke may reveal far more of a man’s character than the mere feat of winning battles in which thousands fall, or of marshalling great armies, or laying siege to cities.7





We are fortunate to have many pages of Maimonides’ writing with his deletions, additions, corrections, and afterthoughts. Philology, the handmaid of history, requires a knowledge of languages, paleography, and codicology. We have to date the texts and determine their authenticity. We need to study the author’s handwriting, vocabulary, and style.

Having pertinent evidence does not mean that our analysis will be correct. We need to be aware that other interpretations are possible and that further evidence may emerge. We need to examine all facets: literary, historical, cultural, social. The biographer’s writing should always be careful and never overstated. We need to distrust conventional information based on idées reçues. A good detective strives to unearth new evidence, even when access is difficult. At the end of the day there should be no illusion of finality to what we say.

PERSONALITY

We want to apply psychological insights into aspects of Maimonides’ personality and to discover “keys to the deeper truths of his life,” to its “private mythology.”8 By looking beneath the public mask of our subject, we attempt to enter his private life, to penetrate the life-myth to the mystery of a real life. Portraying a life and its private mythology gives information to readers who are curious and avid for new knowledge; it also provides insight and edification that can be helpful in the story of our own lives.

We need to portray Maimonides realistically, as a human being, a sober rationalist and a man of passion, a master of all that he studied but ever open to new evidence and better understanding, hence constantly revising his works.

He informs us that The Guide of the Perplexed contains contradictions and that they are meaningful and point to an esoteric level of truth. Maimonides’ medieval commentators assumed that the Guide was an esoteric work, in particular Samuel Ibn Tibbon, translator of the Guide into Hebrew, and members of his school, such as his son Moses and his son-in-law Jacob Anatoli, as well as Shem Tov ben Joseph Ibn Falaquera, Moses Narboni, Joseph Ibn Kaspi, Isaac Albalag, and others.9

The Guide is a polyvalent text in which contradictory discourses, allusive digressions, and equivocal terms continually intersect to thwart a univocal conclusion of meaning. In his life, Maimonides had to don a mask and play the game of taqiyya, or prudent dissimulation, feigning Islam on the outside and being a Jew within. As a courtier in Egypt, he had to use deception to survive and remain in favor. In sum, he was used to duplicity, to living a double life for the sake of survival and for serving noble causes. His was a life of ambivalence, concealment, and inscrutable mystery.

He is often described by biographers as rejecting poetry and history. Yet all he said was that they are a waste of time compared with science and useful subjects. In fact, he wrote poetry and used rhymed prose in his letters. He began and ended The Guide of the Perplexed with his own verse and wrote poetic introductions to other works.

He scorned pride and extolled humility, yet he sought power and prestige. He believed that happiness is attained by solitary contemplation, yet he immersed himself in community affairs. Deploring anger, he displayed impatience and petulance in his letters and in public quarrels.

When we think about a historical figure, we try to imagine how the person looked. Many of us recognize him from the conventional portrait, but it is not an authentic likeness.10 It first appeared in 1744, though it was said to be copied from an ancient picture (ex antiqua tabula).11

We have a few verbal descriptions of Maimonides from his own time by people who met him. A man delivering a secret message to the Great Sage visited his home and described in a letter its layout and depicted his illustrious host.12 His letter contains many fascinating details, even the fact that his host served lemon pastilles. The messenger expected Moses ben Maimon to accept the note without receiving him in person, and his companion preferred to wait outside at the entrance. The messenger, however, was invited to come inside along with his young son, al-Jalal. He wrote in his letter that he was overcome by Moses ben Maimon’s cordiality, and he proudly related how his host even discussed with him at length the contents of the message he delivered. Maimonides’ son, Abraham, was present, and jestingly taught al-Jalal a term to use in addressing Rabbi Moses. When al-Jalal used it, Rabbi Moses laughed and played with him.

Although the letter describing Rabbi Moses tells us nothing earthshaking, its simplicity, the messenger’s excitement, the Master’s warmth and cordiality, and his humor and playfulness speak volumes. It is in small details such as these that we discover keys to his character.

From his own description of the way a self-respecting scholar should dress and comport himself, together with descriptions by others, we may visualize a handsome figure attired in a long, flowing white robe, with sleeves to his fingertips, his turban carefully wrapped, his beard neatly trimmed. He walked slowly and deliberately, head slightly bowed. When at the royal palace, he dressed in silks and brocade.13

MAIMONIDES’ NAMES

What’s in a name? For Arabic names, the answer is everything. A name in the Arabic milieu was like a calling card. Maimonides’ name, as given in its most complete form in Arabic sources, was al-Ra’is Abu ‘Imran Musa ibn Maymun Ibn ‘Abdallah (‘Ubaydallah) al-Qurtubi al-Andalusi al-Isra’ili.

First came his title, al-Ra’is (the Head ),14 then his honorific byname (kunya) Abu ‘Imran,15 followed by his personal name, Musa. After his personal name came his patronymic, ibn Maymun, followed by his family’s ancestral name, the name of the family’s progenitor, which was ‘Abdallah, or ‘Ubaydallah, the Arabic equivalent of Hebrew Obadiah, hence Ibn ‘Abdallah (‘Ubaydallah). Thereafter came his place names (toponymics), al-Qurtubi (the Córdoban) and al-Andalusi (the Andalusian), and finally his gentilic, referring to his origin, al-Isra’ili (the Israelite). In Hebrew, he called himself Mosheh ben Maimon ha-Sefaradi (Moses son of Maimon the Sephardic [Jew]).

The name Moses does not appear among those of the talmudic sages and scholars in the early Middle Ages until Maimonides’ own time. It emerged in this period, I think, because it was used so often, more than a hundred times, in the Qur’an and by Muslims, and it served well as a bilingual name. Moses ben Maimon’s father praised the biblical Moses in his Epistle of Consolation as the best of men and noblest of apostles, citing his redemptive power, the uniqueness of his mission, and his merits, declaring his superiority to Muhammad, whom Muslims considered “the best of mankind” (khayr al-bashar). 

Maimon claimed that Psalm 90, A prayer for Moses, man of God, foretells all the vicissitudes that would befall Israel from the beginning of the exile to its end. “I considered the Psalm and its secret was made clear to me, that Moses uttered it for the time of exile, and David put it in the Book of Psalms as a source of comfort and consolation.”16 Significantly, Maimon named his other son David. The name Moses and his patronymic Maimon, meaning “blessed” or “fortunate,” could not but give Moses ben Maimon a sense of destiny.

Jews later called him by the acronym RaMBaM—Rabbenu (our Master) Mosheh ben Maimon. Maimonides is from the late European Middle Ages, and came about by adding a Greek patronymic suffix (-ides) to the Latinized name Maimon.

The epithet “Great Eagle,” from the Book of Ezekiel 17:3 (Thus said the Lord God: The great eagle with the great wings and the long pinions, with the full plumage and the brilliant colors), was applied to Maimonides by later scholars, one of the first being Rabbi Yom Tov ben Abraham of Seville (1250–1330), a devotee of Maimonides. The title was also given to other outstanding scholars until early modern times, when it was confined to Maimonides. The idea was that the great eagle, with its enormous wings, soars in the heights of heaven and carries fledglings on its wings. The Great Eagle suddenly appeared in Spain like a star streaking across the sky, spreading its light on the horizon, then faded into the night leaving an afterglow.

In his own time and for posterity he was called ha-Moreh (the teacher/guide), or ha-Rav ha-Moreh, from Moreh ha-nevukhim, the Hebrew title of his Guide of the Perplexed, and he was often called Moreh Sedeq (teacher of righteousness), a messianic name.17

The expression “Man of God” (ish ha-elohim) is used for the biblical Moses in Deut 33:1, Josh 14:6, and Psalm 90, and generally for men inspired or sent by God and having superhuman powers (e.g., Elijah in 1 Kings 17:24). It was a typical form of address used by people writing to and about Moses ben Maimon.

PRIMARY SOURCES

The biography is based primarily upon documents from the Cairo Genizah, the great repository of manuscripts found in the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Old Cairo and now in European, Russian, and American libraries. This treasure trove has placed at our disposal many of Moses ben Maimon’s private and communal letters, some in his own handwriting, along with documents pertaining to his career and public activities. These papers are an indispensable source for knowledge of the cultural, economic, and social history of Maimonides’ era.18

The roughly three hundred thousand manuscripts of the entire Genizah take in a broad range of subjects: the Bible, the Apocrypha, sectarian literature, the Talmud, liturgy, philosophy, medicine, personal and business letters, and commercial, legal, and communal documents. The documents were written, for the most part, in Arabic—more specifically, in Judeo-Arabic. There are also documents in classical Arabic and in Arabic script, including the Qur’an, poetry, Sufism, science, philosophy, and official chancellery records.

The Genizah contains materials pertaining to every aspect of Jewish life in the period that concerns us. It holds manuscripts vital for the reconstruction of the social history of Jews during this age. The documents give precious details about daily life, economic structure, education, and family life. We find out about material culture (housing, attire, food, furniture, etc.), court records, marriage contracts, wills and deathbed declarations, and business records. Personal letters reveal details about family relationships and friendships. Many letters from and to women in the Genizah are our only record of women’s voices in this period.

As Egypt was a hub of Mediterranean trade and a mail-clearing center, the Genizah documents reflect the situation in the entire Mediterranean area. Documents come from Spain, North Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya), Sicily, Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Byzantium.

S. D. Goitein’s A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities in the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza—is based on Genizah documents, and our biography would be destitute without this remarkable resource. Goitein’s working hypothesis was that the Genizah papers, while written mostly by Jews, reflect the socioeconomic situation, culture, and mentality of Mediterranean societies in general at this time. Goitein stressed that here we have records of life as it really was, especially of the middle and lower strata of society during the High Middle Ages, roughly coinciding with the Fatimid and Ayyubid periods (969–1250), which will mainly interest us.

The majority of Jews at this time enjoyed relatively normal conditions of existence. Many of the Genizah documents are business letters, which give us detailed information about the Mediterranean and Far Eastern trade. Goitein collected documents on the India trade for many years and often referred to the “India book” he was writing. However, it remained unfinished when he died, on February 6, 1985, and his student Mordechai A. Friedman has been editing and publishing it.19

The biography also utilizes the writings of Arab historians, geographers, and authors of travelogues and memoirs. Historians such as Ibn al-Qifti (1172–1248) and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a were contemporaries of Maimonides. The learned and reliable Ibn al-Qifti studied in Cairo until 1187 and then went first to Jerusalem and afterward to Aleppo (1201). There he befriended Maimonides’ pupil Joseph ben Judah. Ibn al-Qifti’s entries on him and on Maimonides are filled with precious information.

Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a wrote a biographical dictionary of physicians. His father had studied with Maimonides, and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a worked with Maimonides’ son, Abraham, at the Nasiri Hospital in Cairo. His biographies of Maimonides and Abraham are consequently well-informed. 

The intrepid voyager Ibn Jubayr (1145–1217), an Andalusian, wrote a travelogue during this period with vivid descriptions of locales that Maimonides and his brother, David, visited around the same time.

The diaries and letters of al-Qadi al-Fadil, Saladin’s chief administrator and Maimonides’ patron, give a panorama of the age. Usama Ibn Munqidh (1095–1188) wrote a memoir crucial for understanding everyday life and personal aspects of the struggle between Crusaders and Muslims. Also, historians of the Fatimid and Ayyubid periods, such as Taqi al-Din al-Maqrizi (1364–1442), left valuable testimonies of events and personalities.

Only when we read Arabic sources can we have a true picture of this period, identify the actors in this drama, and have reliable knowledge of circumstances and events. Unfortunately, modern biographies of Maimonides generally neglect or fail to understand these rich Arabic mines of information.

As for Hebrew sources, there is, first and foremost, Abraham Ibn Daud, who described Andalusian Jewry in the period before Maimonides in Sefer ha-qabbalah (Book of Tradition) (1161). Benjamin of Tudela wrote a travelogue and visited Cairo in Maimonides’ period. There are later writers, such as Se‘adyah Ibn Danan (end of the fifteenth century), whose Ma’amar Seder ha-dorot (Treatise on the Order of Generations) is of limited historical value. The Egyptian historian Joseph ben Isaac Sambari, though late (1640–1703), is a good source for Egyptian Jewish history and has some material on Maimonides and his descendants—mostly, however, from earlier sources that we otherwise know.

It turns out that our main historical sources are written in Arabic by Muslims. This is because Jews wrote very few historical works, whereas Muslims wrote enough biographical and historical tomes to fill a good-sized library.

CONFLICT AND MISSION

The Jewish people at the time of Maimonides faced a concrete danger of physical and spiritual extinction. Opponents maligned Judaism as primitive and obsolete. Christianity and Islam viewed Judaism as superseded, the Jewish people as redundant. The Christian attitude, as articulated by authorities such as St. Augustine, justified Jewish survival only to show “how those who killed the Lord when proudly empowered have merited subjection.” Jews were needed to authenticate the Old Testament, which, it was believed, predicted the coming of Jesus and the victory of Christianity.20

Muslims viewed their military superiority as evidence that Allah favored them. It was hard for Jews to go on believing that God had chosen them for a special mission in the world, that finally a redeemer would bring justice.

The teachings of Christianity and Islam and of philosophy and science enticed Jewish intellectuals. Peter (Petrus) Alfonsi, formerly Moses Sefaradi (1062–1110), converted to Christianity (1106) and wrote a comprehensive anti-Judaic tract, Dialogi contra Iudaeos, which took the form of a debate between Moses, his former self, and Peter, his new persona. He ridiculed talmudic legends that contradicted reason. The Dialogi became the most effective anti-Judaic tract of the Latin Middle Ages.21

The conversion to Islam of Samaw’al (Samuel) al-Maghribi, a mathematician and physician (ca. 1126–1175), was a celebrated case. His father was a well-known scholar and Hebrew poet. Samuel abandoned Judaism for Islam in 1163, and on the night of his conversion began to write a refutation of Judaism, Silencing the Jews.22 When he was young he began reading Arabic literature, mainly stories and anecdotes, and then historical works. Muhammad’s meteoric ascent from poverty to prophecy and the early conquests of Islam inspired him. Samuel went on to study mathematics, astronomy, and medicine. One of his teachers was the famous philosopher Abu ’l-Barakat al-Baghdadi, also a convert from Judaism to Islam.23

Samuel believed that human reason is the ultimate criterion of the truth and that it requires us to examine ancestral traditions. When we do, we discover that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have equally valid claims.24 All religions preach the good life, promote social well-being, and maintain political order. Islam, Samuel wrote, is superior to Judaism; for whereas Islam is the most inclusive religion, Judaism is the most exclusive. Samuel therefore decided to abandon the particularism of an obsolete faith for the greater universalism and inclusiveness of the newer and more popular religion.

He found Judaism intellectually impoverished. The Old Testament told stories discrediting the prophets and represented God as human and having human emotions. Samuel rejected the oral tradition of the Talmud, synagogue ritual, and Jewish dietary laws. Maimonides obviously knew about Samuel’s conversion and was familiar with his anti-Jewish polemics and responded to them.

Christians, Muslims, and apostate Jews claimed that the Hebrew Bible predicted the advent of Jesus and Muhammad. Samuel found in the Old Testament statements announcing the prophet of Islam (Gen 17:20, Deut 18:15–18), and he used numerology to prove that Muhammad was mentioned in Gen 17:20.

Some of the strongest critiques of Judaism flowed from the eloquent pen of Ibn Hazm of Córdoba, jurist, theologian, and poet. Although he befriended Jewish intellectuals, he attacked their religion.25

Ibn Hazm assaulted Judaism with these arguments: (1) The transmission of the Torah was unreliable, its text corrupted and altered, beginning with Ezra’s original forgery in the postexilic period. (2) The perfect revelation to the Prophet Muhammad abrogated the Torah. (3) The Jews tried to suppress biblical allusions to the Prophet Muhammad, as they had tried to remove references to Jesus. (4) Rabbinic homiletic literature contained crass anthropomorphisms that no religious intellectual could admit literally. (5) The Book of Psalms and other biblical and rabbinic writings convey materialist-atheistic views. The Torah does not mention the next world or reward after death.26

The rationalist critique of Judaism hit home. The Hebrew Bible indeed described God in mythopoetic language as having human features and emotions, even anger, jealousy, regret, and disappointment. God sees; he descends and ascends; he sits on a throne; he passes through the land; he dwells in Zion. In rabbinic literature, God puts on phylacteries and prays, studies the law, weeps, and mourns. Jewish mystical doctrine depicted God in the most human terms. An ancient book, Shi‘ur qomah (The Measure of the [Divine] Body), portrayed God as an enormous man with quantifiable dimensions. Ibn Hazm knew this work and derided it, as did the Karaites. Maimonides wrote a responsum on Shi‘ur qomah in which he denied its authorship by the talmudic sages and pronounced it idolatrous (see chapter 17). These myths became a laughingstock for rational critics and Karaite Jews, who rejected the Talmud and the oral tradition.

Maimonides stepped into the fray with sword and buckler to defend Judaism and to portray it as intellectually respectable. He sought to revive the ancient wisdom of the Jewish people and to assure them that God had not rejected them and that history would vindicate their case.27 Within the Jewish community, messianic precursors and pretenders arose, who promised miracles and delivered catastrophes. Maimonides had to dampen enthusiasm for messianic movements without deepening pessimism and despair.







ABOVE ALL, Maimonides aspired to revolutionize Judaism by transforming it into a religion of reason. Maimonides wanted to change Judaism from a religion rooted in history, in great events such as the Exodus and revelation, to a religion implanted in nature and knowledge of the natural beings, God’s works rather than God’s words. Maimonides’ main concern was science and the study of nature, the foundation of a religion of reason and enlightenment.

Maimonides teaches philosophical truths without hindering religious commitment, showing that philosophy need not disrupt social norms or destroy religious beliefs. Religion conveys the abstract truths of philosophy in the form of images and symbols. Religion, however, is not merely a mythic representation of rational verities; it also takes over where science reaches its limits. No philosophical system can give a rational account of the universe as a whole. Maimonides believed that human intelligence is limited, that there is a transcendental mystery beyond reason, and that traces of this mystery shimmer through the beauty and harmony of nature.

The Guide of the Perplexed urges human beings to become fully human by perfecting their reason and living in accordance with nature. Beyond this, Maimonides instructs us to contemplate the beauty and harmony of the universe and to experience the divine presence everywhere—in a silent room, in a storm at sea, or in the starry sky above—so that we come to a “passionate love of God.” The horizon of the ordinary human world is transformed by revelatory moments (“We are like someone in a very dark night over whom lightning flashes time and time again”).

Aware of how easily governments and peoples, and with them individuals, can be brought to ruin, Maimonides held aloft, amid the chaos and turmoil of his epoch, a love of order, restraint, and moderation. His ethical system is a form of therapy, a cure for excessive desires, illusions, false standards, and extreme tendencies. If people live by reason and in harmony with nature, following ethical and religious precepts and adhering to a regimen of health, they can escape the “sea of chance” as far as humanly possible.



PART ONE

ANDALUSIA
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Córdoba

Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blühen,

Im dunkeln Lau die Gold-Orangen glühn . . .

Knowst thou the land of flowering lemon trees?

In leafage dark the golden orange glows . . .1

—GOETHE

IF BIRTHPLACE INFLUENCES DESTINY, Moses ben Maimon could not have chosen to be born in a city more conducive to greatness than Córdoba.

We have knowledge of Moses ben Maimon’s birth from his own hand in the colophon to his Commentary on the Mishnah, completed in Egypt in 1168. Midway in his life’s journey, after years of exile and then a newcomer to Egypt, he invoked a distinguished lineage—seven generations of eminent scholars and magistrates.2 He said that he began to compose the Commentary when he was twenty-three and completed it in Egypt in 1167 or 1168, when he was thirty years old.3 To be more accurate, then, he was born sometime in the last third of 1137 or the first two-thirds of 1138.4 The conventional date for his birth, 1135, which we still find in library catalogues, biographies, and encyclopedias, is based on what Maimonides’ grandson, David ben Abraham (1222–1300), wrote.5

According to his grandson, Maimonides’ birth fell on the eve of Passover, 14 Nisan, the holiday of Redemption, a date of symbolic significance. Yellin and Abrahams, in their eulogistic biography of Maimonides, added the exact hour of his birth and created an aristocratic lineage back to Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi and King David.6

We do not hear about Maimonides’ ancestors prior to his father, Rabbi Maimon ben Joseph. Even if they wrote legal responsa, commentaries, and treatises, nothing has survived to our knowledge.7 Maimon (or Maymun) is an Arabic name that is common among Muslims and Maghribi Jews.8 Aside from his father, all of Moses’ ancestors and descendants had biblical names, the recurrent ones being Abraham, David, Joseph, and Obadiah.9

We never meet Moses’ mother. Biographies of Maimonides, trying to fill in gaps, usually say that she died in childbirth, yet we have no evidence for this. If she did, then Moses’ brother, David, would have been a half brother, but again there is no mention of it.

The explanation for this silence is much simpler. We hear very little, if anything, about the mothers, wives, and sisters of people we meet in this period. The historical record ignores women’s lives because they were not scholarly links in a tradition of learning. Women were expected to be modest, pious, and withdrawn from public view. Unless they entered the public sphere by gaining economic power or owned important property, there was no reason for mentioning them.

THE BRIDE OF ANDALUS

Situated in a fertile plain at the foot of the Sierra Morena, overlooking the Guadalquivir River, Córdoba had been the administrative, political, military, religious, and cultural capital of Andalusia during the period of the Umayyad caliphate (976–1031).10 The population of greater Córdoba, comprising the walled city and its outlying suburbs, was about 250,000–300,000, even greater than that of Paris.

Arab chroniclers called Córdoba “the bride of al-Andalus” and “the most beautiful jewel of al-Andalus.” The Spanish historian Shihab al-Din al-Maqqari (b. ca. 1577 Tlemcen, d. 1632 Cairo) wrote that in four things Córdoba surpassed the other capitals of the world: the bridge over the Guadalquivir, its Great Mosque, the city of al-Zahra’, and the sciences cultivated therein.11

Córdoba was made up of five connected towns, with separation ramparts, and open suburbs beyond the inner walled city, taking up a total area of about 144 square miles. The ramparts, resting on Roman foundations, had 132 towers and thirteen gates. Al-Maqqari’s statistics for the city are often cited: 1,600 mosques; 900 public baths; 213,077 homes for ordinary people; 60,300 mansions for notables, officials, and military commanders; and 80,455 shops. These numbers, even if exaggerated, indicate a city of tremendous proportions.

THE CITY’S SPLENDOR

We would have to transport ourselves to Córdoba to appreciate fully the splendor of the city during Maimonides’ lifetime. Córdoba basked in light, clear skies, a shimmering river, and rippling water flowing from its aqueducts. Its climate was moderate, with abundant sun and water, and its fruits were harvested all year round.12 The Arabs had introduced exotic fruits and flowers from overseas.13

The Guadalquivir, Andalusia’s longest river, just south of the Sierra Morena, rises in the mountains of Jaen province and takes a westward serpentine course for 408 miles, slowly meandering through Córdoba and Seville to the Gulf of Cádiz on the Atlantic Ocean. The Guadalquivir valley is the most fertile region in all Andalusia. The mountains to its north had olive groves and pine and oak trees, and were a frontier between the tropical Mediterranean and alpine Europe.

Al-Maqqari gave a poetic description of the river:



[Córdoba’s] river is one of the finest in the world, now gliding slowly through level lawns, or winding softly across emerald fields sprinkled with flowers, and serving it instead of robes; now flowing through thickly planted groves, where the song of birds resounds perpetually in the air; and now widening into a majestic stream to impart its waters to the numerous wheels constructed on its banks, or communicating to the plants and flowers of the vicinity freshness and vigor.14





The Guadalquivir was navigable in Maimonides’ day from the Atlantic to Córdoba, though now only from the ocean to Seville. In his time, foreign vessels unloaded their wares at Seville and then smaller boats carried them upstream to Córdoba. He called the Guadalquivir the “Seville River,” and mentioned the travel route between Seville and Alexandria.15

The river watered Córdoba’s vineyards and olive groves. Dark-leafed orange trees, almond trees, flowering lemon trees, and wild thyme flourished along the Guadalquivir’s banks. Córdoba was also a cornucopia of cherries, peaches, pomegranates, figs, apples, melons, pears, dates, bananas, quinces, and chestnuts. It was a medley of flowers and aromas—jasmine, narcissus, violets, and roses. New methods of agriculture and a sophisticated irrigation system of water mills and waterwheels, technologies imported from Syria, made food plentiful enough to sustain the city’s vast population.

The city streets were paved and well lit at night, with lamps suspended on outer doors and corners of houses. Whitewashed villas, with terra-cotta tiled roofs, surrounded cool patios resplendent with flowers, pools, and fountains. The walls, verandas, latticed windows, and inner courtyards seemed to conceal deep secrets.

THE JEWISH QUARTER

Jews had been living in Córdoba from Roman times, many having emigrated to the city after the Roman conquest of Judea and destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E. When the Muslims conquered Córdoba in the eighth century, they garrisoned Jews there as a reward for their support against the Visigoths, expecting them to work in administration. The Mozarabs (Arabized Christians) were not allowed to reside inside the city and lived to the east of the city walls.

Moses ben Maimon and his family resided in the Jewish Quarter (juderia), which was in the southwest part of the city near the river and the bridge. The Great Mosque and the royal palace (al-qasr) were in the same vicinity. The mosque and the palace, representing Islamic sovereignty and caliphal authority, were built close to the Guadalquivir instead of in the city’s center, as was more common in Islamic urban settings.16 Situating the Jewish Quarter near the royal palace was for the Jews’ protection against possible mob violence. This arrangement created a bond of mutual dependency between the Jews and the ruling establishment that contributed to popular resentment.

The Jewish Quarter was small and crowded, with narrow, labyrinthine streets and alleys, the upper stories of houses almost touching, obscuring the sky. One could easily hear voices of neighbors from across the way. This gave a feeling of intimacy, and the shade gave relief from the summer heat.

Today, the old Jewish Quarter is a charming neighborhood, with lovely white villas, gates opening onto garden patios, and geraniums cascading from flower boxes. The synagogue that we see nowadays in the Jewish Quarter, at Calle de los Judios 20, just north of Plaza Maimónides, was not the one where Maimonides prayed, although it may have been built on the site of an older synagogue that existed then.17

As Córdoba thrived, people poured into the city to exploit economic and cultural opportunities. The small Jewish Quarter was soon bursting at its seams, so another area for Jewish settlement was built on the northern side of the city.

As other native sons of Córdoba had crossed the ancient arched bridge—Seneca the Elder and Younger, the theologian Ibn Hazm, the poet Ibn Zaydun, and the philosopher Ibn Rushd—so too we imagine young Moses sauntering alongside the river, promenading in the evening as the sun was sinking low.18

In the open spaces between the mosque and the palace, one saw noblemen on their prancing mounts with proud necks and long tails, government officials, imams, preachers, scholars, and students rushing about. This was another world for young Moses. How unlike the dark warren of narrow paths, tortuous alleyways, and cul-de-sacs forming the Jewish Quarter, where pack animals and humans squeezed into sinuous lanes and could barely pass one another.19

THE GREAT MOSQUE

Moses ben Maimon lived a few minutes away from one of the grandest mosques in the entire Islamic world. We can picture him standing before the edifice, overwhelmed by its vastness, peering at the arcades and multiple rows of high double horseshoe arches, sensing its allure and mystery.20

The Qur’anic inscriptions over the mosque’s entrance affirmed Islam’s superiority over Judaism and Christianity, promising rewards to those who surrendered themselves to Allah and punishment to those who did not take heed. Verses assured faithful Muslims of a heavenly paradise: You, my servants, who have believed in our revelations and surrendered yourselves, shall on that day have nothing to fear or regret. Enter paradise, you and your spouses, all in delight. You shall be served with gold dishes and golden cups. Abiding there forever, you shall find all that your souls desire and all that your eyes rejoice in (Qur’an 43:68–71).21

This mosque invited entry. The visitor walks past the courtyard with its rows of orange trees and fountains, apples of gold in settings of silver, into the cavernous interior. Eight hundred fifty jasper, marble, and porphyry columns support double arcades of horseshoe arches beneath round ones, with red and white voussoirs (the wedge-shaped stones used to build arches). The double-arched columns create a mystifying space, an extension of the orchard outside, seemingly going on forever as though reflected in mirrors. The central octagonal dome is overlaid with polychrome mosaics. In Moses ben Maimon’s time, the pungent fragrance of incense and oil emanated from thousands of lamps.

At the end of a walk along the columns, one comes to the magnificent domed mihrab, the niche where the imam led prayers. An octagonal chamber bounded by two smaller rooms, it is adorned with Arabic inscriptions and Byzantine mosaics, which Emperor Nicephorus II Phocas sent to Caliph al-Hakam II. Abstract patterns predominate, reflecting Islamic aniconism (absence of representational art) and a sense of the geometric order that governs the universe and should preside over earth, regulating art, science, ritual, law, and society.22

CóRDOBA’S SHOPS

Near the mosque were the law court and a prison. To the southeast were suqs (markets) and a large qaysariyya. A suq was a single gallery, while a qaysariyya comprised shops, workplaces, warehouses, and residences in covered galleries around an open court.23 Close by the mosque were stalls for copyists, who also sold paper, books, reed pens, ink, and rulers. In the same area were shops of ‘attarin, druggists, who offered herbal remedies, perfume, rosewater, and spices. Names for herbs and spices were in Hispano-Romance, Arabic, Berber, and Hebrew. Nearby, locally manufactured merchandise was on sale—enameled ceramics, silk, brocade, fabrics, clothing, jewelry, and leather items. Farther out and closer to the city gates were carpenters and makers of copper and brass implements.

A variety of sounds, aromas, and bright colors stimulated the senses. A muezzin called the faithful to prayer, artisans clattered, men shouted and laughed. Close to the palace were weapons dealers and saddlers. Outside the gates, dyers worked on their fibers in a blaze of colors. Traders displayed for sale camels, donkeys, horses, mules, and sheep. By the riverside, where tanners worked on animal skins, preparing them to become shoes and bookbindings, an overwhelming odor surged from the skins and from the pigeon dung and fermented chaff used to treat goat and camel hides.24

Along the narrow alleys, fragrant scents arose from the bread ovens in the suq. Butchers hung out oxen, sheep, and birds next to the fishmongers’ heaps of seafood. Pack animals and porters trudged along, the men with backs perpetually bent, and the beasts patiently accepting their fate.

ECONOMIC PROSPERITY

The Guadalquivir, as we have seen, brought merchandise from downstream Seville, which had one of the finest harbors in Andalusia. Seville had commercial ties with the eastern Mediterranean, with vessels sailing regularly to and from Alexandria. Córdoba exported leather products, jewelry, and textiles—woven silks and silk brocades—to the entire Mediterranean area and throughout Europe.25

Maimonides’ incredibly detailed description of the uses of leather is a valuable source for our knowledge of the many types of leather products.26 His powers of observation were exceptional. Córdoba was famous then, as it is now, for its fine leather goods.

During the early Umayyad period (825–925), the horizontal loom came into use along with silk thread, stimulating a thriving weaving industry. Córdoba’s colorful garments were fashion favorites in Andalusia. Local industry also produced cork shoes from the cork oak trees that grew in the area along with the evergreen oak.27

Artisans worked in glazed and polychrome pottery. The ornamentation was rich and variegated, with bird, animal, and vegetable motifs. More than thirty forms of pottery existed—oil lamps, pots, Chinese-and Iraqian-designed bottles and bowls, imitation Persian inkwells, and Syrian-style cups.28

THE SPANISH UMAYYADS

The Muslims reached the peak of their conquests in the Iberian Peninsula under the Umayyad caliphs (756–1031). This was a period of cultural splendor, when the arts and sciences flourished in Córdoba as nowhere else in Europe. ‘Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir (the Victorious) (912–961) loved learning and adorned his court with scholars, poets, and scientists. Splendid libraries, mosques, madrasas, and hospitals attracted visitors from the Islamic East, who brought cultural treasures that enriched Andalusia for centuries.

The Spanish Umayyads were originally from Syria. When the ‘Abbasids defeated the Syrian Umayyads in 750, ‘Abd al-Rahman I (731–788), an Umayyad prince, escaped to the Maghrib, where Berber relatives of his mother protected him. He then crossed to Spain and joined the Syrian Arabs in southern Andalusia. On March 15, 756, he entered Córdoba, became amir of Andalusia, and made the city his capital.

The Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Rahman III integrated the diverse religious communities and ethnic groups into a unified state. The Muslim majority encompassed three classes: the dominant Arab elite, the more numerous Berbers, and the muwalladun, indigenous Christians who converted to Islam. The caliph sought to consolidate the state’s power by limiting the influence of the Arab aristocracy and producing a new elite from among the other Muslims.

Andalusia had a large population of Christians. The Hispanic Christians, called Mozarabs, were successors to the Christians of Roman-Visigoth times.29 There were also Near Eastern Christians, who were artisans and professionals in medicine, architecture, and translation. Attracted by economic opportunities, Christians emigrated to Andalusia from northern Spain, Europe beyond the Pyrenees, and the Maghrib.

Then there were Asturians, Catalans, Basques, Slavs, and Africans brought as slaves from the Sudan.30 Yet the multiethnic composition of Spanish Umayyad society did not make it a multicultural utopia; instead, ethnic and religious enmity often existed among Arabs, Berbers, Slavs, Jews, and Christians. Elite Muslims, Christians, and Jews in royal courts had more in common with each other in education, wealth, and sophistication than they did with ordinary people of their own religious community.31

In Andalusia, most educated people were bilingual and spoke Arabic and Hispano-Romance.32 Andalusian Jews were often trilingual, adding Hebrew to their repertoire. Arabic was the lingua franca of Moses ben Maimon’s milieu. He wrote classical Arabic for a Muslim audience, as in his medical writings, and used Judeo-Arabic when writing for his coreligionists in his Commentary on the Mishnah, Guide of the Perplexed, and many responsa.33 For scholars such as he, Arabic was a mother tongue and the most natural means of expression, especially for theology, philosophy, and science.34

The age of splendor of Spanish Jewry, from the tenth to the twelfth century, is unrivaled in its cultural achievement and is personified in Maimonides, who exemplifies the spirit of the age. Jewish intellectuals studied Greco-Arabic philosophy and were au courant with Arabic literature while cultivating their own classics, especially the Bible, Talmud, and Midrash.35

Jews exercised communal self-government, administered their own courts, collected their own taxes, and ran their own welfare and educational systems. They acquiesced to Muslim political sovereignty and did not engage in intergroup hostilities.

Al-Hakam II (r. 961–976), son of ‘Abd al-Rahman III, amassed a library in the royal palace of Córdoba that allegedly held some 400,000 manuscript volumes. (The number 400,000 sounds high, but even if it were one-tenth the size, it would have been considerably larger than any European library.) Al-Hakam’s interests were broad and even extended to the religious literature of his Jewish subjects. The scholar and poet Joseph ibn Abitur “interpreted the entire Talmud in Arabic” for this enlightened caliph.36

Al-Hakam strengthened his army by increasing the number of Berber mercenaries, and harassed the Christian kingdoms in the north with frequent raids.37 As a result, he received a series of emissaries from the Christian rulers of Navarre, León, Castile, Galicia, and Barcelona, who came to Córdoba and al-Zahra’ to render homage.

His death left the country under the rule of his eleven-year-old son, Hisham II, and under the effective authority of the hajib (chamberlain) Muhammad Ibn Abi ‘Amir, called al-Mansur (Almanzor to the Christians), who ruled from 978 to 1002.38 Ibn Abi ‘Amir launched fifty-two devastating expeditions against the Christians. In 997, he raided Santiago de Compostela, the famous pilgrimage site, and brought back its cathedral bells to melt down and make into lamps for the Great Mosque of Córdoba.

To prove his orthodoxy and pacify the ulema (Muslim scholars), Ibn Abi ‘Amir ended the pluralistic cultural policies of ‘Abd al-Rahman III and al-Hakam II, declaring philosophy and science heretical, destroying books, and purging al-Hakam’s library of whatever he considered offensive.39 Those who studied philosophy had to do so furtively; they taught cautiously and restricted their audience to fellow philosophers. They wrote discreetly in veiled language, so that only their peers would be able to decipher their books. Maimonides would later compose The Guide of the Perplexed in encoded language.

Ibn Abi ‘Amir imported Berber mercenaries hostile to the Umayyad dynasty, who eventually brought down the caliphate after a period of civil war lasting from 1008 to 1031. Calling in the Berbers might have been good policy for fighting the Christians, but it undermined the Umayyad state from within.

Out of the unified state, which ‘Abd al-Rahman III had created, many small states emerged under the sovereignty of party kings (muluk al-tawa’if; Spanish reyes de taïfas) (1031–1091), or rulers of petty dynasties (“the breaking of the necklace and the scattering of its pearls,” as the historian al-Maqqari put it).

THE PARTY KINGS

At the end of the eleventh century, the Muslims were losing ground to the Christians. Muslim Spain disintegrated into thirty-nine local principalities, the largest being Málaga, Seville, Granada, Córdoba, Toledo, Valencia, and Saragossa. These cities and kingdoms waged incessant war upon one another.

The local dynasties, competing for prestige, supported cultural activity. Jewish intellectuals found opportunities for service in local entourages as physicians, financial ministers, and even viziers. The polymath Samuel ibn Naghrela, or Samuel ha-Nagid (993–1056), served as vizier to the Berber Zirid rulers in Granada. He led armies on the field by day, studied the Talmud in his tent by night, and composed exquisite religious and secular poetry. Jewish communities flourished in Spain when society was multiethnic, as under the Umayyads or under local dynasties.

The ulema detested the weakness and frivolity of the local rulers, and once the Christians conquered Toledo in 1085, judges and jurists under the party kings, despising their sinful ways and indulgent lifestyle, decided to call in the Almoravids, a Berber dynasty from North Africa. The Almoravids obtained fatwas from illustrious ulema to justify their replacing the party kings.40

Despite the decentralization of power during the period of the reyes de taïfas, cultural and intellectual life flourished. The competition among local courts was beneficial, as they all vied for primacy in poetry, prose, and science, and rewarded the learned for their efforts.41 Even under the intolerant Almoravids and Almohads, poetry, science, art, and architecture continued unabated. Still, the summit of the Arab age in Spain was the period of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Rahman III in the tenth century.

THE RECONQUISTA

The Christians in the north were never reconciled to Muslim rule in Andalusia, and as the caliphate became weak, they became bold. The expeditions of Ibn Abi ‘Amir into Christian territory had created bitterness and a thirst for revenge. Alfonso VI, emperor of all Spain (imperator totius hispaniae), spearheaded the war against the Muslims. In 1063, he defeated the Muslims at Seville. On May 25, 1085, Alfonso VI occupied Toledo, former capital of the Visigoth kingdom, a major stride in the Reconquista. In the surrender terms, he promised the Muslims possession of their mosques and extension of their privileges. Nevertheless, two generations later, in 1102, the Christians expelled the Muslims from their positions in Toledo and turned the main congregational mosque into a church.42 The Jews of Toledo remained in their quarter in the southwestern district.

After the Christian conquest of Toledo, Jews emigrated to the city, many of them refugees from the Almohad invasion in the south.43 They served in the Christian administration and as tax officials, despite objections by the Christian clergy and political rivals. The Pope opposed Alfonso’s appointment of Jewish civil servants and ordered him not to place Jews in positions of authority over Christians.

Even so, the financier Joseph Nasi Ferruziel of Granada, known by his Hispano-Arabic name Cidellus, was physician and advisor to Alfonso and the first notable Jewish courtier in Christian Spain. His nephew Solomon Ibn Ferruziel, who also served the Castilian state, supported Judah ha-Levi (ca. 1075–1141) when the poet lived in Toledo. When Solomon Ibn Ferruziel was assassinated by Christians (May 3, 1108) while returning from a mission to Aragon, the incident distressed the poet, who wrote a bitter elegy for his fallen patron, ending with an imprecation against the “Daughter of Edom.”44 He then left Toledo. Judah ha-Levi gave vent to the anguish of being trapped between Edom (the Christians) and Ishmael (the Muslims). In 1140, he finally decided to abandon Sefarad (Hebrew for “Spain”) and all its blandishments, his friends and family, and emigrated to the Land of Israel, but he perished just two months after his arrival.45

THE ALMORAVIDS

In 1086, a year after the Christian victory at Toledo, the Muslims summoned reinforcements from North Africa, first the Almoravids, then decades later the Almohads, who brought with them fundamentalist, militant versions of Islam.46

The Almoravids were Berber camel nomads of the Sanhaja group, fierce-looking with their turbans and burnooses and veils like their Tuareg descendants.47 They had conquered most of what now we call Morocco during the 1080s. Yusuf ibn Tashufin led them into Spain in 1086, where they routed the forces of Alfonso VI at Zallaqa near Badajoz. The Almoravids did not, however, exploit their victory by retaking Toledo. Instead, Yusuf returned to the Maghrib, his home base, leaving affairs in the hands of the party kings.

The party kings could not hold off the Christians, and Yusuf ibn Tashufin had to return to Spain to fight the Christians. By 1102, the Almoravids had conquered Valencia, which Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, called El Cid Campeador, had previously ruled as an independent territory.48 They gained control of Andalusia, joining it to their Maghrib Empire. Soon, however, the Almohads emerged in the Maghrib. The Almoravids were now facing enemies on two fronts. Alfonso I of Aragon defeated them at Saragossa in 1118. In 1147, the Almohads deposed the last Almoravid ruler in North Africa and crossed the Strait of Gibraltar into Spain. The invasion will directly impact Maimonides’ life. 

THE ALMOHADS

The Almohads, a North African Berber dynasty committed to a fundamentalist version of Islam, much like Saudi Wahhabism in our own day, ended what was left of ethnic and religious coexistence in Spain.49 The Almohad movement originated in the teaching of a messianic figure, the Mahdi Muhammad ibn Tumart (ca. 1080–1130).50 Ibn Tumart founded the Almohad movement among the Masmuda Berbers in the High Atlas Mountains of Morocco and was recognized as their Mahdi, or messianic leader. The Mahdi was a religious revolutionary who aspired to restore the pristine faith of Islam, based on the Qur’an and the Sunna (accepted practice), and to enforce the precepts of the sacred law. He harked back to a golden age and anticipated a global rule of Islam. The Almohads were distinguished externally by their burnooses and special turbans.

The Mahdi preached a spiritual conception of the deity, free of anthropomorphism, and drew up a creed of faith for his followers.51 Ibn Tumart was both a traditional North African holy man, saint, and miracle worker and a Shi‘i Mahdi.52 He did not preach Shi‘ism, but was able to mobilize the Berbers, with their veneration of holy men, by the claim that he was the Mahdi. Ibn Tumart’s miracles comported well with Andalusian Sufism and its belief in karamat (miraculous signs of divine grace) by the friends of God (awliya’).53 He taught a puritanical Islam, which strictly prohibited socializing between the sexes, drinking wine, and playing musical instruments. He intensified the humiliation of dhimmis (non-Muslim subjects of an Islamic state) and active jihad against infidels. As Mahdi, his decisions had to be obeyed on pain of death, and those who opposed the Almohads, such as the Almoravids and their supporters, could be killed with impunity. The same dire fate awaited any Muslims whose loyalty was in doubt or who disobeyed the shari‘a (Islamic law).

The pious Mahdi covered his face when he noticed ornamented and unveiled female vendors in the streets of Tlemcen, and he sent an Almoravid princess weeping to her brother when he caught her unveiled.54 In these prohibitions, he was following Islamic law to the letter. The Almohads, in their fanaticism, puritanism, and visions of world domination, call to mind present-day expressions of militant Islam.

Christians and Jews were no longer an integral part of the society and its cultural fabric. They were infidels who could be assimilated only by conversion. The Almohads banned from their realm religions other than Islam, and in numerous places they confronted Jews and Christians with the alternative of conversion or death.

The first decades of the twelfth century witnessed two eschatological traditions—Islamic Mahdism and Jewish Messianism—in full bloom. According to an Islamic tradition, God sends to the Muslims every hundred Hijra years someone to renew, or revive, their religion.55 In 1102, Yusuf ibn Tashufin, the leader of the Almoravids, commanded the Jews of Lucena to convert to Islam in anticipation of the arrival of a Renewer in the year 500 A.H. (1106/07 C.E.).56 He claimed that Jews had told Muhammad that by this year their Messiah would appear and save them; and if not, they would convert to Islam.57

When ‘Abd al-Mu’min conquered Marrakesh in 1147, he taunted the Jews, asking where the prophet was whom they expected, presenting them with a choice between Islam and death.58 When the Messiah did not come, the Jews were exposed to scorn and ridicule. The question resounded in their ears—“Where is your Messiah?”

The significant years were 1106/07 C.E., the five hundredth year of Islam according to their calendar, and 1122 C.E., the five hundredth year of Islam according to the Jewish calendar. Judah ha-Levi predicted the fall of the Ishmaelites and rise of the Israelites in 1129/30, a year that may have been based on his calculation of the five hundredth year of Islam.59

‘Abd al-Mu’min ibn ‘Ali al-Kumi succeeded Ibn Tumart in 1130 and was the main leader of Almohad military expansion. Large-scale massacres of Jews occurred in various North African cities (Sijilmasa, Marrakesh, and Fez). Even during the first period of the Almohad occupation, these communities suffered from inquisitions and persecutions, as did Christians and even Muslims suspect in their belief. The Almohads destroyed synagogues, churches, and monasteries.

Many Jews feigned Islam, thereby escaping death or exile and clinging to their property. This behavior became widespread under the sultan Abu Ya‘qub Yusuf (1163–1184), who enforced discriminatory practices. Many forced converts espoused their newly adopted faith and attained leading positions in the economy.

When Abu Yusuf Ya‘qub al-Mansur came to power in 1184, he was dismayed to find converts praying in mosques and teaching their children the Qur’an while remaining Jews at heart. He compelled them to wear distinctive signs, and he destroyed synagogues. The mistrust of converts was based on anxiety about heresy and dread of intermingling and impurity. Even as converts, Jews remained anomalous, marginal, and menacing from the Muslim viewpoint.60

The Almohads united North Africa and Andalusia under the rule of a single empire. Suddenly Jews whose families had been living in Spain for more than a millennium had to prove that they belonged, and if they were unwilling to embrace Islam, they faced death. The Almohads invaded Andalusia in 1145, conquering Cádiz in 1146, Jerez in 1147, and Seville and Córdoba in 1148. Despite this religious fanaticism, intellectual life went on under the Almohads, restricted to court circles and the elite. The philosophers Ibn Tufayl and Ibn Rushd served as physicians in the Almohad court at Marrakesh. Art and architecture flourished.

JEWS IN CHRISTIAN SPAIN

The Almoravid and Almohad incursions into Andalusia changed Jewish demography and revolutionized Jewish attitudes toward Christianity and Islam. From the time of the Muslim invasion of Spain in the early eighth century until the period of the Almohads in the twelfth, Jews had tied their destiny to the lot of the Islamic state. However, when the Almoravids and the Almohads invaded Spain, most Jews from the three great Andalusian cities—Córdoba, Granada, and Seville—fled either to Christian Spain, to North Africa, or to southern France. Many went to Provence, where they brought Andalusian culture to scholars eager for learning who did not know Arabic. Among the émigrés was the family of Judah Ibn Tibbon, whose son Samuel translated Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed from Arabic into Hebrew at the end of the twelfth century.61

The polymath Abraham Ibn Ezra—grammarian, Bible commentator, astronomer, physician, and philosopher—emigrated to Christian Europe and brought Andalusian science with him. He reached Italy, France, and even England, where his mathematical works were later translated into Latin. He found that Christian countries lacked culture, sophistication, and generosity. Pining for Andalusia, he even missed its white bread made of fine flour, which he considered superior to any other.62

The Christian rulers made use of Jewish expertise in finance, administration, and diplomacy, as well as crafts and commerce. The Jews’ knowledge of Arabic was valuable for dealing with Arabic-speakers under Christian rule and for negotiating with authorities in Islamic Spain.

Jews living in Christian Spain began to take part in transmitting Arabic science and philosophy to Christian Europe. Toledo became the center of translation activity from Arabic into Latin in the mid-twelfth century, when Maimonides was still in Spain. The translation movement was a facet of the European cultural renaissance of the twelfth century.63

CONVIVENCIA AND VIOLENCE

Historians have celebrated the Spanish Umayyad period as a time of idyllic coexistence and ethnoreligious harmony. The portrayal carries a strong message relevant to the present. There is an implicit claim here that different religions and ethnic groups were able to flourish under Islamic sovereignty and that Islam is in essence open-minded and tolerant. However, no Muslim teachers of the past claimed that Islam was tolerant. In fact, even under ‘Abd al-Rahman III, subjects of the realm were not permitted to hold views that conflicted with Islamic teachings. A Muslim jurist incited the caliph against the Jewish leader Hisday ibn Shaprut by accusing him of blasphemy against the Prophet Muhammad.64 It was enough if Hisday had denied that Muhammad was a prophet, as this was tantamount to declaring him a liar (takdhib al-nabi), for Muhammad had claimed that he received revelations from Allah and was a prophet.

The Spanish historian Américo Castro used the term convivencia for the coexistence of different ethnic groups, religions, and cultures in Islamic Spain.65 Scholars have adopted the word to depict a society of idyllic tolerance and open-mindedness. They play down periods of persecution and violence, stress harmony and collaboration, and celebrate a “golden age” of Jewish culture.66 Actually, the convivencia was mainly an economic and cultural coexistence, accompanied by competition, mistrust, and hostility. In the economic sphere, convivencia existed as interdependence and cooperation. A Jew might provide raw silk to a Christian weaver, who in turn might sell the woven silk to a Jewish tailor, who prepared attire for a Christian gentleman.67

Castro believed that Spanish culture emerged as an outcome of the commingling of Muslims, Christians, and Jews—“the three castes”—from the eighth through the thirteenth century. His theory sparked a long debate with Claudio Sánchez Albornoz, who criticized Castro for having exaggerated the congenialities between Muslims and Christians, which Sánchez Albornoz regarded as discordant and unfavorable for a creative cultural interchange. He also contended that the Spanish essence, or character, arose out of Roman, Visigothic, and other elements not of Arab or Islamic origin.68

Historians of the Jews in Spain portray the Jewish experience either in idyllic strokes as a golden age and radiant sea of harmony or as a gloomy vale of tears. The reality was prosaically somewhere in between.69 Having studied representations of the Jew in Arabic texts of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the scholar of Hebrew poetry and medieval Spain Ross Brann concluded:



The Jew remains a chimerical, slippery character as conceived in texts, a figure whose cultural and religious otherness is inconsistent, mutable, and fluctuating. He is never quite what he appears to be. Like Kristeva’s “uncanny foreigner,” he serves the Muslim social imagination in times of crisis as the most available and most vulnerable religious “other” upon whom the majority may project its anxiety and hostility.70





Jews and Christians were never really assimilated into Hispano-Islamic culture and could never feel truly comfortable and secure. They were, however, integrated, and normal daily contact among people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds provided the setting for cultural interchange. Social status made it possible for Jews and Christians to interact on equal terms with Muslims and to take part in economic activity and serve in government departments.71

The class stratification of Jewish society permitted affluent and cultured Jews to step out of their ethnic garb. They became courtier-rabbis, physicians, and financial advisors to sovereigns. Socioeconomic class sliced Jewish society horizontally—more or less into upper, middle, and lower strata—whereas kinship, tribe, and ethnicity divided Muslim society vertically (that is, not superimposed but contiguous).Of course, social class also defined Muslims, but it was never as decisive as kinship relations were.72

The study of interethnic relations in medieval Spain, as the historian of medieval Spain Thomas Glick shows, suffers from two main fallacies.73 One is the mistaken notion that ethnoreligious conflict excludes culture contact. Historians who perceive a conflict situation either play down culture contact or seek periods of peace, supposedly required for cultural diffusion to take place. Yet culture contact happens even in periods of ethnoreligious conflict. The second fallacy is to equate acculturation with assimilation and to suppose that reducing cultural distance shrinks social distance. In fact, whereas cultural interchange was pulsating between Andalusian Muslims and Jews, boundaries of social distance were generally maintained.

ADIÓS CÓRDOBA

Moses ben Maimon’s family probably abandoned Córdoba when he was ten, after the Almohad invasion (1147/48). Biographers and historians do not doubt this, but we do not know for sure, as it is undocumented. The family apparently remained in Spain for about twelve years, although we do not know where they resided. There is evidence that they lived for some time in Seville, where Moses met with Muslim astronomers.74 They may have followed many others to the Christian north of Spain. Maimonides referred to the “country of the Franks” as something familiar in The Guide of the Perplexed:75 “Now if swine were used for food [in Jewish society], market places and even houses would have been dirtier than latrines, as you see at present in the country of the Franks.”76 We find gaps in the lives of other famous men. The life of Saladin (1137–1193), sultan of Egypt and Syria, is vacant for the years 1139 to 1146, and little information exists for the years 1154 to 1164. Scholars speak of 1585 to 1592 as “the lost years” in Shakespeare’s career.77

Fortunately, we know about Maimonides’ intellectual development and writings from 1147/48 on. The life of the ten-year-old Moses was transformed by exile from his native city. Had the Almohads not invaded Andalusia and conquered Córdoba, Moses ben Maimon might well have grown into a typical rabbinic scholar like his ancestors, learned in talmudic law, a judge and communal leader. Given his intellectual curiosity, he might also have branched out into medicine and the sciences and then philosophy and perhaps theology. However, he would not have taken that mighty step into a wider world that eventually brought him to the center of the Islamic empire—Cairo—and made him one of the greatest thinkers who ever lived.
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Andalusian Jewish Culture

As a result of the historic catastrophe in which Titus of Rome destroyed Jerusalem and Israel was exiled from its land, I was born in one of the cities of the Exile. But always I regarded myself as one who was born in Jerusalem. In a dream, in a vision of the night, I saw myself standing with my brother-Levites in the Holy Temple, singing with them the songs of David, King of Israel, melodies such as no ear has heard since the day our city was destroyed and its people went into exile.

—SAMUEL JOSEPH AGNON, NOBEL LECTURE 1966

MOSES BEN MAIMON was an Andalusian to the core of his being and followed Andalusian models in law, medicine, and philosophy. He later lived in Egypt for nearly forty years and gained new vistas there, and he was totally immersed in the cultural life of that milieu, moving in the elite circles of Cairo. But however integrated he was into Egyptian life and manner, his speech, dress, and demeanor surely betrayed him as a foreigner.

He was proud of his Andalusian heritage and believed, along with others, that Andalusian Jews were descendants of the Jerusalemites who went into exile when the Romans destroyed the Second Temple in 70 C.E.1 This legacy, as well as his family heritage, gave him a sense of aristocracy and noblesse oblige. Later admirers declared that Maimonides’ ancestors were the seed of David, king of Israel, portraying him as a messianic figure; however, Maimonides himself, as far as I know, did not claim to be a descendant of King David in writings available to us.

He lived in al-Andalus for about twenty-two years (ca. 1138–60) and spent another five in the Maghrib. Andalusia and the Maghrib formed a single cultural orbit. When he used the expression ‘indana fi ’l-maghrib, “by us in the Maghrib,” concerning legal practice or linguistic usage, he thought of the Maghrib as including Andalusia. Likewise, when he said ‘indana fi ’l-andalus, “by us in Andalusia,” he thought of al-Andalus as including the Maghrib.2

Maimonides placed himself squarely in a Spanish tradition of learning; he wrote in The Epistle to Yemen, “I am one of the least of the sages of Spain whose adornment has been stripped in Exile.” He considered Andalusian scholars as his authorities in legal matters, above all Rabbi Isaac Alfasi and Rabbi Joseph Ibn Migash, whom he reverently called “my teacher.”3

After the decline of learning in the Land of Israel, the dominant center of rabbinic studies had been in Iraq, where the heads of academies, called Geonim, gave instruction in the law, answered queries, and raised money for their institutions.4 In the tenth century, the center of Jewish learning began to shift from Iraq to Andalusia and the Maghrib.

Maimonides believed that Andalusian scholars superseded the Babylonian (Iraqian) Geonim.5 Jewish scholarship had been transplanted from Baghdad to Córdoba, and Andalusia rivaled the East in intellectual splendor, just as learning in the Islamic world had been transferred from East to West in the tenth century.

ACADEMY AT LUCENA

A new star rose as the academy at Lucena, about forty-three miles from Córdoba, became the foremost institution of higher rabbinic learning in the West. Lucena was an almost exclusively Jewish city and may have originally been founded by Jews. It was fortified and walled, and had a deep moat for defense. The Muslims lived, for the most part, outside the city walls.

Lucena’s economy was based upon olive groves, vineyards, commerce, crafts, and the raising of sheep and cattle. Some Lucena residents dealt in precious stones and metals.6 Lucenan merchants traded with Granada, Seville, Toledo, and Egypt. The independence and affluence of Lucena attracted Jews from elsewhere, especially Christian Spain. Lucena’s Jewish population increased in 1013, when civil strife in Córdoba drove many people to take refuge there.

The proximity of Córdoba to Lucena enabled scholars to travel back and forth. While Lucena was renowned for its academy, Córdoba remained the meeting place for men of learning and literary taste.7

A rabbinic scholar, Moses ben Hanokh, is said to have settled in Córdoba at the time of Hisday ibn Shaprut (915–970), and the community appointed him rabbi and head of the academy.8 Students flocked to Córdoba from Spain and other countries. Now Andalusian Jews could send their legal queries to local scholars in Córdoba and Lucena and be independent of Iraqian authorities. The Baghdad academy did not lose its influence elsewhere; it remained powerful in Syro-Palestine (Damascus and Jerusalem) and extended its authority into Egypt.

By the twelfth century, Andalusian culture in Arabic and Hebrew was robust, and Andalusian scholars, such as Córdoba’s Abu ’l-Walid Ibn Rushd and Musa Ibn Maymun, were culturally secure and self-confident. They exhibited Andalusian pride and a drive for independence and supremacy over past authorities in the East.

TORAH AND WISDOM

Maimonides and his Jewish colleagues held aloft two torches and lived in two intellectual universes: the sacred, embodied in Torah, and the profane, embodied in wisdom and poetry.9 They were traditional Jews, yet cosmopolitan, and they had refined taste in Arabic literature, especially poetry, a genre that enjoyed great prestige. Many participated in the indulgent life of courtiers, enjoying soirées in luxuriant gardens with wine, women, and song.

Torah and wisdom were the two pillars that sustained Maimonides throughout his life, especially at times of crisis—“And were it not for the Torah, which is my delight, and for scientific matters, which let me forget my sorrow, I would have perished in my affliction (Ps 119:92).”10

Combining study of Torah and secular subjects was the hallmark of Andalusian Jewish intellectuals. The cosmopolitan courtier-rabbi, learned in Jewish law and physician or counselor to royalty, was exemplary for Maimonides as he fashioned his career.

The secular educational ideal of enlightened Jews, as for Muslims, was the acquisition of adab. Adab, an Arabic term, had several related meanings: “courtesy,” “decorum,” and “urbanity,” like Latin urbanitas—the civility and refinement of an urbane gentleman. Hence, adab came to mean the knowledge required to become courteous and urbane—secular culture based on rhetoric, grammar, and lexicography. It later took on the more specific meaning of belles lettres or literature, including poetry and artistic prose.11

THE COURTIER-RABBIS

The exemplar of Torah and wisdom, then, was the courtier-rabbi, a master of tradition and an expert in secular knowledge. He served the royal court as physician or advisor, translator or diplomat, and devoted himself to the welfare of the Jewish community. The archetypical courtier-rabbi was Hisday Ibn Shaprut, physician in Córdoba in the service of the Umayyad caliphs ‘Abd al-Rahman III and al-Hakam II. ‘Abd al-Rahman made Hisday head of the Jewish communities in his kingdom with the title of nasi (prince), and appointed him a personal advisor.

Hisday was a superb linguist who participated, along with a monk named Nicholas, in the translation of Dioscorides’ De materia medica from Greek into Arabic. His ruler employed him for important diplomatic negotiations with a Byzantine mission to Córdoba and with a delegation of King Otto I of Germany. He carried on a correspondence with the Khazar kingdom.

Ibn Shaprut was a generous benefactor who orchestrated the Jewish cultural renaissance in Córdoba. His majlis, or literary salon and assembly hall, was a gathering place for poets, grammarians, Bible and Talmud scholars, scientists, and philosophers. Hisday combined knowledge of logic, mathematics, and astronomy with traditional learning in the Bible, Talmud, and Midrash. He was faithful to his heritage, yet ready to adopt the cultural values of the surrounding environment.

Another courtier-rabbi was Samuel ha-Nagid (993–1055), a cultural icon in the collective memory of Andalusian Jewry, head of the Jewish communities of Andalusia with the title nagid. In the period of the party kings, Samuel ha-Nagid became vizier to the Zirids of Granada, led its troops, sponsored poets and men of letters, and wrote a book on talmudic law. He had an extravagant lifestyle despite his piety and learning.

Samuel was genuinely bicultural, with fine calligraphy and excellent style in both Arabic and Hebrew, and he was a sublime poet. Samuel and his son Joseph attained a rank higher than any other Andalusian Jews and were thoroughly assimilated into Arabic and Islamic culture.12

Eloquence in Arabic, fine calligraphy, and elevated style were rungs to success, as Judah Ibn Tibbon counseled his son Samuel: “You know that the outstanding men of our people only reached greatness and high station by means of Arabic style. You have seen what the Nagid, of blessed memory, said about the greatness he reached by it.”13

The Nagid expressed the idea in verse:



Man’s wisdom is in what he writes,

good sense at the end of his pen;

and using his pen he can climb to the height

of the scepter in the hand of his king.14





He served King Habbus ibn Maksan (r. 1019–38) in Granada as secretary and counselor. Granada was called “Granada of the Jews” because of its large Jewish population. He built a castle in 1052–56 to protect the area where the Jewish residents were concentrated, in the vicinity of today’s Alcazaba.15

Samuel is comparable in his versatility with the universal man (l’uomo universale), celebrated by Jacob Burckhardt in The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. The education of a secretary was encyclopedic, as he had to write letters on a wide variety of topics and season them with historical anecdotes, aphorisms, and poetry. Samuel ha-Nagid was resourceful and talented, a brilliant administrator, scientist, poet, and rabbinic scholar. Like Hisday Ibn Shaprut, Samuel was a patron of the arts. His encouragement of poetry led Abraham Ibn Daud to write: “In the days of Hisday the Nasi the bards began to chirp, and in the days of Samuel the Nagid they burst into song.”16

The Nagid wrote letters in grand style with learned allusions, arousing the admiration of Arabic-speakers. Arab historians knew him as Abu Ibrahim Isma‘il Ibn Naghrela.17 Articulate in Hispano-Romance and Berber, he studied the Qur’an, Islamic jurisprudence, tradition, and theology, and he learned Latin and read Christian Bible commentaries.18 The Hispano-Arabic historian Abu Marwan ibn Hayyan al-Qurtubi (987/88–1076) gave a flattering portrayal of Samuel, stressing that he was eloquent in Arabic and Hebrew and cultivated knowledge of the Torah and wisdom:19



This cursed fellow20 was in his essence, though God turned him aside from his guidance, one of the most perfect men in knowledge, forbearance,21 discerning, sharpness of wit, politeness, imperturbability, cunning, wiliness,22 self-control, magnanimity, fame, affability to his enemy, and placating by his forbearance. [How remarkable]23 is a man who wrote with two pens and devoted himself to two sciences!24



Al-Qurtubi added that Samuel loved the Arabic language and its literature and studied them thoroughly. He wrote in Arabic for himself and for his patron, praising Allah and his apostle (Muhammad) and noting the merits of Islam, as any Muslim administrator would do. He was expert in the mathematical sciences and in astronomy. He studied geometry and logic, and was unsurpassed in dialectic. He was reserved and reflective, a collector of books. When he died, al-Qurtubi wrote, the Jews honored his bier and wept for him openly.

In Samuel’s case a dual identity was complete. Maimonides used Islamic formulae in writings intended for a general audience, such as the Treatise on the Art of Logic, but did not go as far as Samuel ha-Nagid in praising Allah and his apostle and lauding Islam; he was not a bureaucrat.

Samuel’s mastery of the humanities and sciences, involvement in administration, and dedication to poetry did not detract from his rabbinic studies. He was “the most important link in the chain of scholars of his generation.”25 He studied with Hanokh, son of Moses ben Hanokh, in Córdoba, and later established his own rabbinic academy in Granada. There he taught and wrote on the Talmud and produced his Hilkhata gavrata (The Great Law). It followed the Andalusian method of reducing the Talmud to its essentials in a legal compendium.

Samuel ha-Nagid groomed his son Joseph for leadership by providing him with tutors and books and guiding him in literary style. Fathers prepared their sons to become their heirs.26 In a testament that Samuel ha-Nagid sent to Joseph from the battlefield, he advised him how to find favor with God and man.27 When Joseph fell ill, Samuel sent him a poem from the field, saying that he was weary of war and sick of the service of kings, and lived only to see a letter from Joseph and news of his recovery.28

ATTACK ON GRANADA’S JEWS

After Samuel ha-Nagid died, Joseph succeeded his father as head of state.29 He assumed the title nagid when he was just twenty or twenty-one, already learned and the possessor of a great library assembled by his father. Even his detractors conceded that he was cultured and competent in administration.

Joseph, like his father, participated in Granada’s military campaigns, but it was with reluctance that he became entangled in the internal power struggles of the Zirid dynasty. As King Badis ibn Habbus (1038–1073) sank into a life of dissipation, Joseph had to assume more responsibility. A Muslim jurist, Abu Ishaq al-Tujibi al-Ibiri, objected to his growing influence and reviled Joseph and other Jews in an ode that incited the population against them.30

The poet at that time was a source of information and a propagandist who molded public opinion in a striking way. The ode ignited the embers of resentment. In 1066, a group of Sanhaja Berbers invaded Joseph’s palace and massacred the Jewish vizier and other dignitaries, while others joined in and murdered hundreds of ordinary Jews, looting their property.

Andalusian Jewry suddenly awoke from illusions of comfort and security. A lesson of this bloodshed was that Jews should not risk being in positions of authority over Muslims. Only as intermediaries, diplomats, physicians, or financial advisors could they succeed, and even then only by keeping a low profile. Jews were supposed to be humble, not to wield authority. There is a certain homeostasis of the Islamic body politic, the need to return to equilibrium when threatened by a loss of control.

THE COURTIER-RABBIS AND POETRY

Not all intellectuals embraced the ideals of the courtier class. Bahya Ibn Paquda was an outspoken critic of the courtier-rabbis for their lifestyle and educational ideals.31 They spent too much time studying language, grammar, poetry, proverbs, and astrology, he said, and did so for the practical purpose of serving royalty. These courtiers preferred general culture (adab) to knowledge (‘ilm), especially religious knowledge. Bahya Ibn Paquda advocated an ascetic ideal of total devotion to God and condemned wealth and indulgence.32 Bahya’s ethical pietism influenced Maimon ben Joseph and Moses ben Maimon.33

The courtier-rabbis emulated Arab culture by nurturing poetry as their highest mode of expression. Poetry’s ambience consisted of drinking parties, dancing girls, and pretty boys. We find it astonishing that rabbis combined wine, women, and song with learning and piety, that the same poet who wrote erotic elegies composed liturgical poems for the synagogue. After a night of revelry, Samuel ha-Nagid would arise early to pray.34

We find this combination of erotic poetry and devotional piety among Arab intellectuals. Ibn Hazm, a jurist and theologian, wrote a book on love, the Ring of the Dove, and composed erotic poetry. Recalling his youth, he wrote, “One who came from Córdoba told me . . . that he had seen our house at Balat Mughith in the western quarter. . . . I remembered my days in that house, my delights. I remembered the months of my youth there, amid full-breasted young girls who excited even the shyest man.”35 The tension between a voluptuous lifestyle and religious faith produced sober reflection as poets aged and faced the end.36 Hence, Hebrew love poetry is often sad, filled with guilt feelings and a sense of impending doom.37 Sorrow is not far from the floral setting, the rippling streams, the boys and girls pouring wine into crystalline cups, the furtive kisses. Throbbing ecstasy sinks into the dust. Like the “Qasida of the Rose” in the Andalusian poet Federico García Lorca’s Tamarit Divan, love and death intertwine as the “bitter root” of all life, the one subsiding inexplicably into the other. “To love what is fleeting is only to be reminded of death.”38

BIBLICAL RENAISSANCE

Andalusian Jews believed that they were direct descendants of the exiles of Jerusalem—from the lily of Judea to the rose of Spain. They cited the biblical phrase the exiles of Jerusalem that are in Sefarad (Obad 1:20) as proof of their lineage.39 The word Sefarad did not originally mean “Spain” or the Iberian peninsula, but was given that meaning by commentators.40

Believing in this lineage, Andalusian Jews saw themselves as a select group. They expected that their leaders, the courtier-rabbis, would bring about fulfillment of their messianic dreams and that they would be vindicated in history.41 Andalusian scholars believed that they were bringing the ancient kingdom back to life. In their poetry, they revived the biblical epoch, when the people of Israel were free in their own land.

The poet Moses Ibn Ezra claimed that Andalusian Jews, as offspring of the nobility of Jerusalem, were linguistically gifted. They spoke Arabic and used Hebrew for poetry and much of their prose. Hebrew was a prestige language appropriate for the self-expression of a confident and unified community.42

As the terminology of Hebrew poetry was mainly from the Bible, poets adopted a style of embedding biblical quotations in the verse; in virtually every line of poetry there were allusions to the biblical text. The use of biblical quotations opened up countless rhetorical possibilities. The author might cite only half a verse, expecting the reader to supply the rest and be surprised how the meaning was distorted by its poetic context. He might alter meanings by creating ambiguity or by using paronomasia. Hebrew is eminently suited for wordplay. The Hebrew word kesil, for example, means both “the constellation Orion” and “fool.” And wordplay could go back and forth between the two Semitic languages. Thus, ‘ishq in Arabic, “erotic love,” is identical in its root consonants (‘-sh-q) to ‘ashaq in Hebrew, meaning “to oppress.”

Scholars revitalized biblical Hebrew and the study of Scripture, grammar, and lexicography. They saw parallels between their epoch and the biblical age and identified themselves with biblical figures. Samuel ha-Nagid was a major voice in the Andalusian biblical renaissance. The historian Ibn Daud depicted him as a replica of the biblical courtiers Joseph, Daniel, and Mordecai.43 The Nagid identified himself with his namesake, the prophet Samuel, and saw himself as the David of his day—warrior, poet, and ruler. In his own eyes he was the Temple minister Levi, the psalmist Asaph, and the courtier Mordecai. 

Maimonides shared in this biblical renaissance. He viewed his life through a scriptural lens, seeing himself in his personal myth as a Moses redivivus. He summoned the people of Israel to relive the biblical age, when they mastered the sciences and philosophy, which perished during the long period of exile.44

Arabic cultural models motivated Jewish poets and intellectuals to revisit the Bible and Hebrew and to study them in a new scientific spirit. The use of ‘Arabiyya (pure, classical Arabic) and the classicizing tendency of Arabic poetry inspired Jewish poets and scholars to cultivate their own pure classical Hebrew—sahot, or “eloquence” (Isa 32:4). This ethnolinguistic vitality resembles the reassertion of language loyalty by other ethnic groups reacting to Arab hegemony.45 Study of the Qur’an impelled Jewish scholars to study the Bible. Intellectuals and poets created their own cultural identity by writing Hebrew overflowing with biblical resonances.46

At his spiritual core the courtier was bibliocentric. If from the Greeks he took his philosophy and from the Arabs his rhetorical forms, he took from the Bible the knowledge of who he truly was. The Bible supplied the great figures, the types, the models of perfection—Joseph, Moses, Aaron, David—by which all excellence, the courtier’s own emphatically included, was henceforth to be tested and proved.

The Hebrew writer, weaving biblical allusions into his poetry, letters, or prose narrative, evoked ancient echoes of his people.47 He inlaid biblical gems into a colorful linguistic mosaic.48 In Latin this is called cento, literally “patchwork,” and refers to poetry borrowed from previous authors, with a clever change of meaning and a witty effect. A splendid example of this style is a garden poem by Moses Ibn Ezra, a medley of biblical themes surrounding the idea that the rose is king.49

Biblical Hebrew was revived in secular poetry, replacing talmudic and midrashic Hebrew of the liturgical poems, or piyyutim. The Spanish Hebrew poets abandoned the conflated Hebrew-Aramaic of the Talmud and the convoluted style of the liturgical poets (payyetanim), preferring to imitate pure Arabic with their own pure Hebrew. The Spanish linguists and poets cherished biblical Hebrew as clear, precise, and superior to all other languages. The revitalization of the language and literature of the Bible gave Jewish scholars a sense of pride and hope that God would renew their erstwhile days of glory.

This elevation of biblical Hebrew challenged the Muslim belief that the Qur’an is unsurpassed in its style. Jewish linguists and poets held that the language of the ancient Israelites surpassed in beauty the style of the Qur’an. In his book on poetics, Moses Ibn Ezra gave examples of rhetorical figures by citing Arabic and Hebrew poetry, as well as the Hebrew Bible.50 Hebrew linguists, such as Menahem ben Saruq, Dunash ben Labrat, Judah ben David Hayyuj, and Jonah Ibn Janah, studying biblical Hebrew, used the system of Arabic grammarians and lexicographers. The new method of biblical interpretation, employing sophisticated linguistic tools and seeking the contextual and historical meaning, was consistent with the spirit of rationalism that came to life in the twelfth century.

Biblical Hebrew provided a reservoir of language and motifs for love poetry. Without the erotic lyrics of the biblical Song of Songs, Hebrew poets would not have had the inspiration or vocabulary to write about love, gardens, and wine as they did.51 The language of the biblical Song of Songs provided inspiration and validation for erotic poetry. For erotic poetry, there was no better model than the Song of Solomon.

Arabic erotic verse could serve as an exemplar for Hebrew religious and secular poetry because it shared themes and motifs with the Song of Songs.52 They used the same metaphors for the beloved, such as ghazal (“gazelle”) from Arabic poetry and s.evi, orthographically identical to Arabic s.abi (“young man”), also meaning “gazelle,” in Song of Songs.53

Erotic poetry on the human plane was readily transformed into sacred poetry with God as the beloved.54 Hebrew love poetry, like the erotic poetry of the Muslim Sufi Ibn al-‘Arabi of Murcia, could be interpreted as expressing either profane or sacred love, the beloved described as a handsome youth, symbolizing the divine.55 Likewise, the Song of Songs was read as an erotic dialogue between a male lover and female beloved or as a dialogue between Israel (or the soul) and the divine.

GARDENS, WINE, AND LOVE

The Andalusian garden was the setting for wine and poetry soirées. The great Andalusian poets—Ibn Zaydun (d. 1071), al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad (d. 1095), Ibn Khafaja (d. 1134), and Ibn Quzman (d. 1160)—wrote wine poems in this setting. The poet invites his companions to drink with him in a garden. Either spring has come, or the poet wishes to banish the torment caused by the beloved’s absence, or he exhorts them to seize the day. The participants in wine parties lounged beneath fruit trees and strolled among vines and fresh blossoms. Everything was fragrant, as though perfumed with myrrh, with palm fronds swaying gently in the afternoon breeze, doves cooing love songs in the branches, and swallows chattering in the boughs, accompanied by the sound of water rippling in channels and pools, bordered by a colorful array of roses, lilies, and jasmine.

The Qur’an describes Paradise as a garden (janna), with leaping fountains, shady vales, all sorts of fruits, and pavilions for lovely maidens.56 The Andalusian garden was fashioned as an image and anticipation of this heavenly bliss.

Gardens presented a harmony and uniformity as a counterpoint to the untamed landscape and the labyrinthine streets and alleys of towns. Culture regulated the disorder of nature. The garden displayed the essentials of Islamic art—harmony, balance, and perfection of the total composition.57

Poems having gardens as their theme described the fruits and the blossoms, the raindrops on the flower petals, and the shade of the trees, mingling the motifs of nature and wine. It depicted the banquet, the table where the drinkers sat, the wine cups, the sparkle of the wine, the young men—“gazelles”—and the young women, dancing, and pouring wine.58

Some of the loveliest Hebrew wine poems were also love lyrics about the ephebe, the young man who served the wine, or other handsome young men, raising the question of homoeroticism. Some scholars regard avowals of love for young boys as a poetic motif. Others have argued that the homoerotic poems reveal a social reality.59

The cupbearer is a slender boy with smooth cheeks and curly hair or a slim girl with a boyish figure and short hair, each wearing a brief tunic.60 The beloved is therefore an intersexual, or androgynous, figure. The young boy, or ephebe, was the saqi, the cupbearer, like Ganymede, beloved of Zeus. Girls were also addressed as gazelles, the object of love thus being at times gender-neutral, making substitution of (intended) male for (literal) female possible.



Before the morning raises its banners and the sun spreads its wings,

Call a gazelle with a wine cup in his hand. When one calls for beauty, it will answer.61



When the poet Judah al-Harizi was in Baghdad, he came across a poet who wrote verses about his lover.



If the son of Amram [Moses] had seen my lover’s face

blushing as he imbibed liquor,

with his curls and glorious beauty,

he would not have written in his Torah

Lie not with a male.62



Muslims participated in wine parties with Jews, each side sinning in the act. Jews may not drink wine touched by gentiles lest it had been used for idolatrous libations. Muslims may not drink wine at all, although the Hanafi school of law permitted date wine. In a responsum on drinking wine and listening to music, and drinking wine pressed by gentiles, Maimonides decided that it was forbidden to drink wine prepared by Muslims.63 However, he added, as applied in practice by the Geonim of the West, when a Christian or Muslim visited Jews drinking wine, the Jews quickly mixed some honey with the wine and drank with the visitor, as the wine could not be used for an idolatrous libation.64 “This,” Maimonides noted in his responsum, “is what our Master Joseph ha-Levi [Ibn Migash] decided, and this is what he did several times in practice, he and all the great men of Sefarad.” The responsum gives valuable evidence about the social life of Andalusian Jews and their conviviality with Christians and Muslims.65
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