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P r e f a c e

Although I did not know it at the time, my research for this book began in 
the years leading up to 1992, which marked the quincentenary of the end of 
al- Andalus, the expulsion of the Jews of Sefarad, and Christopher Columbus’s 
first voyage to the so- called New World. I began receiving flyers, notices, and 
invitations to numerous academic and public conferences, colloquia, symposia, 
and exhibitions in the United States, Spain, Morocco, Israel, Iran, and Pakistan. 
I participated in a select few of  these proceedings and published a comparative 
study of paradigmatic Andalusi Arabic and Hebrew laments. In the pro cess, 
I created a substantial archival file to preserve all the materials that had 
found their way to me in the lead-up to and execution of the celebratory and 
critical commemorations taking place and the publications, cata logs, and 
films that appeared in 1992. Then I moved on to other proj ects.

In the ensuing years, I read some of the major publications produced 
during the quincentenary. I soon came to realize that the meanings ascribed 
to the events of 1492 and 1992  were informed by cultural tropes  going back 
to tenth- century Córdoba and that  these tropes left lasting imprints on 
Islamic, Jewish, and Spanish culture. As far as its significance for the history 
of the Mediterranean is concerned, 1992 might have come and gone with less 
notice than it received without the enduring sense that al- Andalus, Sefarad, 
and Spain  were dif er ent, distinctive, and exceptional. The origin, early his-
tory, trajectory, and agency of that exigent trope are the subject of this book.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Andalusi and Sefardi Exceptionalism as 
Tropes of Islamic and Jewish Culture

The Andalusis are found to have a sharpness of intellect, a 
nimbleness of body, and a receptivity for instruction such as no 
one  else has.

— Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406)

His land [Sefarad] is the “Garden of God.”
— Judah al- Ḥarizi (d. 1225)

But then Spain, as every one knows, is a peculiar place.
— Yosef Hayyim Yerushalmi

Al- Andalus, conventionally called “Islamic Spain” or “Muslim Spain,”1 is reg-
ularly identified by scholars and celebrated in popu lar culture as the site of 
an extraordinary period of dynamic social interaction, cultural ferment, cre-
ativity, and transfer among the Muslims, Christians, and Jews of the medi-
eval Iberian Peninsula. And Sefarad, the Hebrew name for Iberia since late 
antiquity, is likewise widely remembered in scholarship and in public dis-
course for its acclaimed “Golden Age” of Jewish culture. Modern scholars 
and writers  were, however, not the first to cast the medieval Iberian Penin-
sula in an uncommonly positive light. Eu ro pean historians of “medieval 
Spain,” early modern Sefardi Ottoman intellectuals, Ashkenazi Jewish 
maskilim, German Jewish historians of the Wissenschaft des Judentums school, 
and Turkish and Arab historians enchanted by the glories of al- Andalus past 
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or the “Golden Age of the Jews of Spain,” all signed on to early versions of 
this cultural proj ect. They designated al- Andalus or Sefarad as a place where 
exceptional social and religious tolerance prevailed and produced far- reaching 
intellectual and cultural achievement. Subsequent historians, critical theo-
rists, intellectual and literary historians, and literary and cinematic artists 
have been inspired by the singular social, intellectual, or artistic merits of 
Hispania, Sefarad, and al- Andalus.2 Al- Andalus and Sefarad have long since 
metabolized and come to constitute tropes of culture with histories of their 
own, fertilized and constructed by the interface of memory and the history 
constructed from it, the literary imagination, and geo graph i cal desire.3

The tropes persisted as power ful and comforting, if nostalgic, signs of 
Andalusi- ness and Sefardi- ness, even when al- Andalus and Sefarad  were no 
more. Two illustrations should suffice. An early sixteenth- century Morisco 
collection of apocryphal hadiths celebrates the “virtues of al- Andalus” for 
that beleaguered community.4 As for Sefarad following the expulsion of the 
Jews from Spain, the  great courtier, communal leader, biblical exegete, and 
phi los o pher Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508) rendered his former land and its 
 people at the center of Jewish history. For Abravanel, the recurrent cycle of 
domicile and exile that is the stuf of Jewish history led from Jerusalem di-
rectly to Sefarad: “For the portion of God is His  people . . .  and that was the 
exile of Jerusalem in Spain while it dwells in the land of its abode. . . .  This 
[is] what the Holy One had in His world. . . .  From where the sun rises to 
where it sets, from north to south, the likes of it never was before, a  people 
trea sured for praise, renown, and glory in its beauty and graciousness, and 
 after it  there  will be no other like it.”5 The royal charter of expulsion was 
dated March 31, 1492, but not issued  until the very end of April.6 Small won-
der, then, that in a potent gesture to Sefardi “exceptionalism,” tradition 
followed Abravanel and dated the exile not to July 31, in accordance with the 
edict, but to August 2, coinciding with the Ninth of Av in the Jewish litur-
gical calendar.7 That was the very day rabbinic tradition assigned to the de-
struction of the  Temple in Jerusalem by the Babylonians in the early sixth 
 century bce and the Romans’ leveling of the Second  Temple in the first 
 century ce and the exiles associated with  these events.

What with the tropes’ temporal staying power and geographic difusion 
and numerous modern enthusiasts and critics, it is essential to consider 
how Andalusi Muslims and Jews originally conceived of, depicted, and 
subsequently remembered the place and evoked their cultures. Indeed, the 
tropes of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism familiar from historiography, 
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lit er a ture, and popu lar culture are not modern inventions at all but a reas-
sertion and recalibration of Islamic and Jewish traditions  going back to the 
tenth  century.

Spain by Any Other Name

As much as Hispania, al- Andalus, and Sefarad  were as suredly the names 
of a place, the names given to the Iberian Peninsula by Christians, Mus-
lims, and Jews, respectively, they also  were constituted as ideas. Like all 
ideas, they have a history of their own in which the toponyms  were and 
remain overlapping, interrelated, and competing signs. As places as well 
as ideas, al- Andalus and Sefarad followed similar, if not entirely shared, 
historical trajectories. From the mid- tenth through the early thirteenth 
centuries, al- Andalus and its polity and Sefarad and its community  were 
integral players in the western Mediterranean. Over the course of  those 
centuries, al- Andalus and Sefarad concurrently experienced social matu-
ration and po liti cal development and produced outstanding cultural 
achievements. Disruption and transformation followed, in each case. By 
contrast, the toponym España does not appear  until the thirteenth  century, 
 under King Alfonso el Sabio of Castile. But “Spain,” in the early modern 
geopo liti cal but not yet fully national sense, would not come into exis-
tence  until 1469, when Ferdinand and Isabella consolidated power by uni-
fying the kingdoms of Aragon and Castile. Subsequently, they conquered 
Naṣrid Granada in 1492, the last remnant of an Islamic polity on the Iberian 
Peninsula.8

Nevertheless, Spanish historiography, informed by modern nationalism, 
especially in its most conservative configurations, has long projected the idea 
of “Spain” retroactively to incorporate Roman and Visigothic Hispania at the 
beginning of an unbroken national history  going back to late antiquity. From 
this perspective, it is as though five centuries of Islamic rule over the better 
part of the peninsula, eight hundred years of an Islamic presence  there, 
and extensive rivalry and division between the monarchies of León, Navarre, 
Castile, and Aragon  were historical imaginaries detracting from the eternal 
essence that was and is Spain.9 In so  doing, nationalist historians frequently 
deployed the striking tribute to the land authored by Isidore of Seville 
(d. 636) in the prologue to his History of the Kings of the Goths. The earliest 
statement of Hispania’s exceptionalism, it established the genre of Laudes 
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Hispanae (“In Praise of Spain”) that would inspire other writers down to the 
Re nais sance:

Of all lands from the west to the Indies, you, Spain, O sacred and 
always fortunate  mother of princes and  peoples, are the most 
beautiful. Rightly are you now queen of all provinces, from which 
not only the west but also the east borrows its shining lights. You 
are the pride and the ornament of the world, the more illustrious 
part of the earth, in which the Getic  people are gloriously prolific, 
rejoicing much and flourishing greatly.

Indulgent nature has deservedly enriched you with an 
abundance of every thing fruitful. You are rich in olives, overflowing 
with grapes, fertile with harvests. You are dressed in grain,10 you 
are shaded by olive trees, you are covered with the vine. Your 
fields are full of flowers, your mountains full of trees, and your 
shores full of fish. You are located in the most favourable region 
in the world; neither are you parched by the summer heat of the 
sun, nor do you languish  under icy cold, but girded by a temperate 
band of sky, you are nourished by fertile west winds. You bring 
forth the fruits of the fields, the wealth of the mines, and beautiful 
and useful plants and animals. Nor are you to be held inferior in 
rivers, which the brilliant fame of your fair flocks ennobles.11

By contrast, the so- called Mozarabic Chronicle of 754, the earliest extant Latin 
account focusing on Iberia and the events of 711, accentuates the country’s 
lavish affluence in the form of its luxury commodities rather than the lush-
ness and abundance of the land. The Chronicle’s urban perspective identifies 
Córdoba as “always the most opulent of cities.”12

Isidore posits a continuous narrative of life on a land uniquely favored 
by God, connecting Roman Hispania to the Visigothic kingdom of his era. 
His admiring readers would  later extend this uninterrupted narrative to 
Christian re sis tance to Islamic power in the form of the “Reconquista” (be-
ginning in Toledo, 1085) and subsequently to the ascendancy of the “Catholic 
Monarchs” Ferdinand and Isabella in the late fifteenth  century down to 
the modern period. In any case, the cultural historian is obliged to eschew 
the still- common anachronism of “medieval Spain.” Other wise, we would 
be forced to speak of the Jews or Muslims “of Spain”— the name of the mod-
ern nation- state— when referring to  these other religious communities and 
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 earlier periods in peninsular history when Islamic sovereignty prevailed in 
al- Andalus and the Jews of al- Andalus  were integrated into the dominant 
Islamic society and fully acculturated into its Arabic milieu.

What’s in a Name, and How Did It Get  There?

The Muslims and Jews had their own names in their own languages for Iberia 
and developed their own constructions of their place in that land. What, 
exactly, is in a name? A  great deal, it turns out. Al- Andalus and Sefarad  were 
customarily the names by which Muslims and Jews of the Iberian Peninsula 
referred to their homeland.13 But as signifiers,  these toponyms also could 
serve its inhabitants’ sense of provincialism, chauvinism, or outsiders’ no-
tion of its otherness. For example, in a paper on the Coptic origins of the 
toponym “al- Andalus,” Federico Corriente observed that “in the old times 
nothing good was expected in the East from the western lands and  people, 
as only the East and its  people played the leading roles in history and cul-
ture, and  were held in high esteem. This could possibly only stem from an 
old dislike and even enmity felt by Egyptians  towards a part of the world 
whence they never expected or received anything good, to the point of plac-
ing Hades  there.”14 This ancient and late antique prejudice  toward the West 
was transmitted to and absorbed by residents of the Islamic East, as we  will 
discover in the sources discussed in Chapter 1.

Naturally, inhabitants of the western Mediterranean did not share the 
easterners’ view of their domain. Like  people of other places and times and 
their coreligionists in other lands, Andalusi Muslims and Jews displayed at-
tachment to and pride in their native country, regardless of, or as a conse-
quence of, how outsiders represented it and portrayed them. One finds 
abundant occasional expressions of pride in waṭan (Ar., “homeland”) related 
to Andalusi and Sefardi origins, customs, traditions, and scientific and 
cultural production. For example, as a rabbinic scholar and jurist in Egypt, 
Moses Maimonides (1138–1204) occasionally expresses his admiration for and 
indebtedness to his Andalusi Jewish teachers. He famously utilized the phrase 
‘indanā fī l- andalus or ‘indanā fī l- maghrib (lit., “at our place in al- Andalus” 
or “at our place in the West”; but more idiomatically, “back home in al- 
Andalus” or “back home in the West”) to identify religious practices and 
rabbinic interpretations specific to the Andalusi Jewish traditions in which 
he was reared and which he zealously embraced his entire life.15 Maimonides 
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also singled out for approval Andalusi Jewish religious thinkers and Andalusi 
Muslim mathematicians and scientists, respectively, in Guide of the Perplexed, 
his theological and philosophical masterpiece: “As for the Andalusians 
among our nation, all of them cling to the affirmations of the phi los o-
phers and incline to their opinions, insofar as  these do not ruin the foun-
dation of the Law. You  will not find them in any way taking the paths of 
the Mutakallimūn.”16 . . . “Then came latter- day groups of  people in Andalusia 
who became very proficient in mathe matics and explained, conforming to 
Ptolemy’s premises, that Venus and Mercury  were above the sun. In fact, Ibn 
Aflaḥ of Sevilla, whose son I have met, has written a celebrated book about 
this. Thereupon the excellent phi los o pher Abū Bakr ibn al- Ṣa’igh,  under the 
guidance of one of his pupils, I have read texts reflected on this notion.”17 
The second quotation lends credence to S. D. Goitein’s observation that at-
tachment to waṭan in classical Islamdom could transcend the bound aries of 
religious community.18

Anna Akasoy views Maimonides’ attachment to his homeland and de-
votion to its intellectual traditions as comparable with that of the  great Sufi 
master Ibn al- ‘Arabī (1165–1240) from Murcia, who commented on the sharp 
diferences he observed between Sufis in the Islamic West and East: “He re-
counts how on his arrival in the East he met a group of Ṣūfīs who lived in a 
lofty building and wore ostentatious clothes instead of leading  simple lives. 
They claimed that the Ṣūfīs of the West  were the  people of the truth [ḥaqīqa], 
whereas they  were  people of the method or path [ṭarīqa]. Ibn ‘Arabī dismissed 
such talk as nonsense since truth required method, and he criticized them 
for their ignorance and their vanity— something which could not be found 
among their Western  brothers.”19 For his part, Ibn Rushd (d. 1198), the  great 
Andalusi Islamic jurist and phi los o pher, sketches with evident satisfaction the 
traits of the inhabitants of “this peninsula” in his commentary on Aristotle’s 
Meteorology.20 Such expressions of regional pride or affirmation of one’s coun-
trymen’s correct opinions appear to be especially prominent among Andalusi 
travelers away from home.  Whether, like Ibn al- ‘Arabī, they sought spiritual 
refreshment or, like Maimonides,  were refugees, they  were sensitive to social 
and cultural diferences that they encountered in other lands.21

Yet al- Andalus and Sefarad  were neither simply toponyms nor only the 
subjects of conventional expressions of attachment to and pride in homeland of 
the universal sort displayed in other Islamic lands and their Jewish communi-
ties. As signs with histories of their own, the toponyms al- Andalus and Se-
farad also absorbed and conveyed cultural meaning that was constructed, 
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transmitted, recalled, and re- envisioned. This study traces that pro cess of in-
vesting the place names with cultural significance. It also observes how the 
dynamic nature of history disrupted the stability of the terms and ideas of al- 
Andalus and Sefarad, whose singularity and indispensability  were recalibrated 
to suit social and po liti cal changes engulfing their respective communities. 
Leading Muslim and Jewish figures and intellectuals infused the ideas of al- 
Andalus and Sefarad with programmatic, ideologically minded entitlements 
conferring legitimacy, privilege, and authority upon their inhabitants and be-
stowing vari ous forms of exceptionality upon them. If we consider Islamic al- 
Andalus and Jewish Sefarad within the realm of ideas and as signifiers, we can 
draw useful distinctions “between the lived on the one hand and the perceived 
and the conceived on the other” as Henri Lefebvre theorizes it.22 Cultural tropes 
such as ours originate in the latter sphere and infiltrate the former.

What, exactly,  were the major themes that Muslim and Jewish po liti cal, 
communal, religious, and literary elites conceived in representing al- Andalus 
and Sefarad as unique and extraordinary, the material that constituted the 
trope and defined the significance of  these toponyms? During late classical 
Islam, the Andalusi Muslims’ and Jews’ claims to exceptionalism— their 
assertion of religious, po liti cal (for the Jews, within their  imagined po liti cal 
community), intellectual, and aesthetic authority— rested foremost on the 
following themes, which  were elaborated in vari ous cultural discourses and 
practices:

1. Al- Andalus and Sefarad  were beneficiaries of the providential 
blessing of their terrain and environment, which produced 
agricultural plenty and abundant wealth, just as Isidore 
maintained for Hispania.

2. Andalusi Muslims and Sefardi Jews merited privileged 
leadership predicated on their noble ancestry,  going back to 
the classical ages of their respective religious traditions. The 
Umayyad dynasty hailed from the lineage of the Prophet 
Muḥammad’s Qurayshī clan. Select Andalusi religious 
scholars  were entitled to favored rank on account of their 
pedigree as tābi ‘ūn (the “Successors”), that is, members of the 
second or third generation of the Prophet’s companions who 
settled in al- Andalus. The Jews of Sefarad  were self- described 
descendants of the ancient Jerusalemite aristocracy of biblical 
Israel.
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3. Al- Andalus and Sefarad deserved their status as chosen stations 
within Islamdom and its Jewish communities (as well as in 
other Mediterranean lands)  because they  were bastions of 
religious orthodoxy and tradition. Sefardi rabbinic authorities 
and their academies, in the case of the Jews, and the supremacy 
of Mālikī scholars, scholarship, and institutions for Andalusi 
Muslims served as signs of their privilege.

4. Andalusi Muslim and Jewish elites constructed and promoted 
the image of al- Andalus and Sefarad as exemplary sites where 
literary and religious intellectuals embodied and elevated the 
social and intellectual practice of Arabic and Hebrew and 
Judeo- Arabic adab.23 Adab signified refined manners, a finely 
tuned aesthetic sensibility, and cultural sophistication in the 
form of surpassing knowledge of the arts and sciences, and 
control of the discourses reflecting and conveying such etiquette. 
We can also think of Andalusi adab as the regimen and per for-
mance of Arabo- Islamic humanism in its Andalusi setting.24

Note that  these motifs and the repre sen ta tional practices shaping them per-
form each of three configurations of capital that Pierre Bourdieu identified— 
economic, social, and cultural—in orchestrating the ideas of Andalusi and 
Sefardi exceptionalism as instruments of power.25

For its producers and consumers, the particulars of our trope— the rich-
ness of the land, its  people’s noble lineage and commitment to religious or-
thodoxy, and erudition and love of learning, cultural sophistication, all 
inscribed in the social, intellectual, and literary history of al- Andalus and 
Sefarad— defined “Andalusi- ness” and “Sefardi- ness.”26 Accordingly, the trope 
marked an idealized and transcendent al- Andalus and Sefarad with re spect 
to their complex association with the Maghrib, in terms of their po liti cal, 
religious, and cultural competition with and dependence upon the Islamic  
East and, for Andalusi Muslims, their strug gle against the Christian Iberian 
north from the late eleventh  century onward.

The Trope in History and Comparative Perspective

How, why, when, and for which purposes did the tropes of Andalusi and 
Sefardi exceptionalism develop? What accounts for the tropes’ subsequent 
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trajectories, temporal longevity, and geographic difusion? In what ways did 
the tropes of al- Andalus and Sefarad difer, considering the fundamentally 
asymmetrical psychosocial circumstances of religious and literary intellec-
tuals of the Andalusi Muslim majority and the Jewish minority communities? 
Iberian Moorings examines the construction, iteration, and function of the 
geo graph i cal, social, religious, and po liti cal ideas of Sefarad and al- Andalus 
as cultural signifiers during the period in which they overlapped, from the 
first literary evidence of the formulation of the idea of their exceptionalism 
in the mid- tenth  century  until the early thirteenth  century.

This historical, cultural, and critical inquiry is the first work to address 
 these questions and scrutinize the tropes of Andalusi and Sefardi exception-
alism diachronically, comparatively, and with a focus on their social agency 
in Andalusi Islamic and Jewish culture. The study investigates the vari ous 
stable and unstable ele ments in literary, geo graph i cal, and historical repre-
sen ta tions of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism. It pinpoints the tropes’ 
etiology and traces and analyzes the tropes’ history by examining their shift-
ing contours and contingencies, significance, and social capital for the archi-
tects and producers of Andalusi Islamic and Jewish culture and subsequently 
for the guardians of  these legacies beyond its borders. The following chap-
ters delve into paradigmatic texts and, occasionally, practices as case studies, 
relying on ways of reading texts critically, uncovering what they represented 
for vari ous audiences and, in the pro cess, exposing hidden patterns, connec-
tions, and discrepancies in the discourse of exceptionalism. In the course of 
 these readings, this study illuminates the complexity of larger social, his-
torical, and po liti cal pro cesses, transactions, and transformations captured 
in the signs of al- Andalus and Sefarad.

This book charts the diachronic dimension of the pro cesses by which 
Andalusi Muslim and Jewish elites created, asserted, refined, and adapted to 
new circumstances their respective claims of Andalusi and Sefardi singular-
ity. The historical starting point for this inquiry— the mid- tenth  century—
is established by the textual evidence that has come down to us. The endpoint 
of this study’s historical par ameters is occasioned by social, religious, and 
po liti cal upheaval, collective trauma, and their jarring efects on cultural 
memory. For the Jews of Sefarad, the mid- twelfth  century witnessed disrup-
tion within Andalusi Jewish society and transformation of its traditions. It 
saw the dispersal of most of the Jews of al- Andalus to the Iberian Christian 
kingdoms, to Provence, and to North Africa, where Andalusi Jewish exiles 
found refuge and Andalusi Jewish cultural production was relaunched in 
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modified forms. For Andalusi Muslims, the Almohad military defeat at Las 
Navas de Tolosa in 1212, known in Arabic historiography as the monumen-
tal  Battle of al- ‘Iqāb, and the Almohads’ ensuing withdrawal from Andalusi 
territory signaled the end of the classical age of al- Andalus. Within a gen-
eration, Córdoba and Seville fell to Castilian control, leaving the Naṣrid 
kingdom of Granada— all that was left of al- Andalus—as the sole remain-
ing outpost of an Islamic polity and society on Iberian soil down to 1492.

Why adopt a comparative perspective to research the subject? As ideas 
as well as places occupying the same territory, al- Andalus and Sefarad fol-
lowed a similar trajectory. Andalusi Muslims and Jews developed a strong 
sense of attachment to the land that they inhabited. They also negotiated 
long- standing economic, cultural, and intellectual ties to and rivalries with 
Islamic and Jewish regional centers in North Africa, the Levant, and the 
Islamic East, along with fundamental devotional orientations and con-
nections to their respective holy places in the Hijāz and Palestine. Both 
Andalusi Islamic and Jewish religious communities sought and achieved 
stature as sites of social, po liti cal, and religious importance and centers of 
significant cultural production at exactly the same time and in the same 
place: Umayyad Córdoba was the incubator for the ideas of Andalusi and 
Sefardi exceptionalism. Indeed, the emergence of Sefarad as an influential 
Jewish community was completely dependent upon the maturation of al- 
Andalus as a formidable Islamic society in the mid- tenth  century. In this 
re spect, we can say that without al- Andalus,  there would have been no 
 Sefarad.

The Jews’ acculturation to Arabic, their accommodation to Andalusi so-
ciety, and adaptation of the idea that they, too,  were exceptional, alongside 
their Muslim counter parts, calls for a comparative, integrative approach to 
the study of the tropes. So, too, for both religious communities, a “golden 
age” was followed by social and po liti cal upheaval, fragmentation, and even-
tual dispersion, typically attributed to the supposed religious failings of their 
communities and leaders. With the disintegration of central Andalusi au-
thority and then the dwindling of the territory  under Islamic control, and 
for the diminished community of Andalusi Jews, the breakdown of their so-
ciety and institutions through exile and migration, Andalusi and Sefardi 
traditions, including the idea of their exceptionalism,  were transmitted and 
transformed by their heirs, diasporas, and admirers.

A related literary, rather than sociohistorical, consideration also warrants 
comparative study of the trope. Muslim and Jewish literary intellectuals 
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shared a discursive tradition for inscribing their reflections on al- Andalus in 
Arabic and on Sefarad in its Hebrew and Judeo- Arabic subcultural literary 
adaptations. That is, majority and minority communities textualized their 
spatial desire and their attachment to the country, viewed its landscape, and 
defined its heritage in similar ways, at the same time, and in closely related 
discourses. While Andalusi Muslims and Jews remained profoundly indebted 
to Eastern centers of learning and always intimately connected to their core-
ligionists in North Africa, they took pains to chart an autonomous or virtu-
ally in de pen dent course in diverse endeavors, in counterpoint to the traditional 
Islamic and Jewish centers of authority and learning in the East. Yet, not-
withstanding the tropes’ thematic correspondence, convergence in history, 
and commensurate impact on the literary imagination,  there are impor tant 
asymmetries in its arcs for the Muslim majority and Jewish minority 
communities.

To understand how po liti cal, religious, and psychosocial cultural capi-
tal works for its architects and audiences, Iberian Moorings investigates the 
intersection of the trope’s spatial, temporal, and conceptual modalities and 
its varied incarnations in dif er ent literary discourses and forms and through 
their diverse rhetorical formulas, keeping in mind questions of historical pe-
riodization.  Because a trope is a form of repre sen ta tion, as Derek Gregory 
observes, it “draws attention to the dif er ent ways in which the world is made 
pre sent, represented, discursively constructed . . .  working through grids of 
power.”27 Accordingly, we are obliged to inquire  under what circumstances, 
in what forms, and for which purposes Muslim po liti cal and Jewish com-
munal leaders and literary and religious intellectuals constructed, developed, 
promoted, and transmitted the notion of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptional-
ism as tropes of Islamic and Jewish culture.

Recent scholarship investigates tenth- century gestures and discourses 
in considerable detail and typically attributes the origins of Andalusi unique-
ness to the Umayyad quest for Islamic legitimacy. However, the Umayyad 
pursuit of legitimacy does not fully account for the notion of Andalusi 
exceptionalism its vari ous restatements, or its longevity as a trope. The 
Andalusis’ expressions of their perceived otherness and their concern for 
Islamic legitimacy outlasted the Umayyad caliphate. Indeed, religious, po liti-
cal, and cultural anxiety  were channeled assiduously into the idea of excep-
tionalism, which became a defining and empowering marker of Andalusi- ness. 
For that  matter, the Umayyad quest for Islamic authenticity does not explain 
why Andalusi Jewish elites, with no genuine po liti cal authority at stake, would 
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monitor and emulate their Muslim counter parts and develop the correspond-
ing idea and practice of Sefardi exceptionalism.

Research typically ascribes the trope’s per sis tence, following the fall of 
the unitary state, to nostalgia for a paradise lost. Vari ous Andalusi Muslim 
and Jewish literati and religious scholars certainly expressed in stylized form 
and conventional terms grief and longing for the restoration of the immedi-
ate or more distant and  imagined past. That nostalgia is said to be the prin-
cipal posture of post- Umayyad Arabic texts for Andalusi Muslims and 
post- Almohad Hebrew and Judeo- Arabic texts for Sefardi Jews. However, 
nostalgia can also be viewed as a discursive position where it is inherently 
programmatic, aesthetic, and ideological; performative function and social 
agency are inscribed in this poetic voice just as in any other form of dis-
course.28 Accordingly, nostalgia is historically contingent and variable, and 
it necessarily serves par tic u lar social, po liti cal, and artistic purposes. The nos-
talgia expressed by po liti cally and religiously minded literati and cogno-
scenti during the eleventh  century in the immediate aftermath of the 
collapse of the Umayyad caliphate and unitary state necessarily difers from 
that of their counter parts in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. During 
this  later period, Andalusis  were preoccupied with fending of or accommo-
dating themselves to incursions from the north and south— the military- 
political threat posed by Castile and its advance upon Andalusi territory and 
by the successive incorporations of al- Andalus into the Almoravid and 
Almohad Maghrib- based kingdoms. Beyond its legitimacy- granting and nos-
talgic dimensions, Andalusi Muslims’ and Sefardi Jews’ traditions of their 
exceptionalism laid claim to privilege and cultural authority that never ex-
pired. Andalusi and Sefardi self- fashionings  were constituted and reconsti-
tuted through their evolution at the intersection of social, po liti cal, cultural, 
and religious authority- delivering agency.

Iberian Moorings: The Book’s Plan

This study is structured chronologically, according to the conventional pe-
riodization of Andalusi sociopo liti cal history: it identifies the origins and ana-
lyzes the Islamic and Jewish inflections of the trope’s evolving contours 
from the tenth  century to the early thirteenth  century. Chapter 1 traces the 
early stages of the idea of Andalusi exceptionalism and its derivation from 
the singular po liti cal geography of al- Andalus in Islamdom, on the one hand, 
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and the Umayyad quest for Islamic legitimacy, on the other. It discusses how 
the tenth- century Umayyad caliphs employed vari ous textual, material, and 
performative tools for grounding their authority in the language of Islamic 
legitimacy. Iberian Moorings identifies the pre- tenth- century genesis of 
Andalusi exceptionalism with the peculiar ninth- century impression of 
Andalusi geo graph i cal and temporal alterity. This image persisted in the 
religious imagination throughout the classical age of Islam while the singu-
larity of Andalusi otherness morphed and was reshaped into the notion of 
Andalusi exceptionalism during the Umayyad caliphal age. Specifically, 
religious intellectuals and historically minded tradents developed a set of 
traditions regarding al- Andalus’s unique role in an envisaged eschatological 
 future. Al- Andalus’s image as inhabiting a distant place at the westernmost 
edge of Islamdom, far from its geographic center, along with the uncom-
mon temporal space that al- Andalus occupies between the legendary past 
and the end of history, as well as between the  here and now and the apoca-
lyptic age, thus functioned dialectically to situate al- Andalus and Andalusis 
at the epicenter of an unconventional rendering of Islamic history.

Chapter 2 examines the complex pro cess of how, why, and for what pur-
pose tenth- century Andalusi Jewish elites alighted on the idea of their own 
exceptionalism and advanced ambitions on behalf of their community at pre-
cisely the same time and in the same place that Andalusi Muslim elites  were 
formulating theirs. In the case of the Andalusi Jews, a religious community 
without a polity, their leaders’ and scholars’ concern over authority and le-
gitimacy such as animated their Muslim counter parts was necessarily dif-
fer ent in kind, even if it was expressed in remarkably similar terms. The Jews’ 
relatively secure position in Andalusi society and their economic prosperity 
certainly provided them with the opportunity to assert and trumpet their 
sense of privilege. In this study, I primarily understand the genesis of Se-
fardi exceptionalism as an impor tant sign of the social and cultural agenda 
that Andalusi Jewish elites absorbed through their deep acculturation and 
multilayered integration within Andalusi society and then constructed for 
their own purposes. That is, the Andalusi Jews mirrored the Andalusi Mus-
lim elites’ claim to dignity and distinction and adapted the majority’s rhe-
torical strategies and idioms to their own minority circumstance.29

The next three chapters turn to the eleventh and twelfth centuries in 
what  were po liti cally fractured yet culturally productive periods for Muslims 
and Jews alike. Chapter 3 begins by analyzing Andalusi Muslim nostalgia 
for the  imagined  wholeness of Islamic society  under the unitary state in its 
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most frequently observed manifestation: elegies for Andalusi cities from the 
eleventh to sixteenth centuries. The laments’ conceptual framework and reg-
ister of images of what was lost— and, more impor tant, what survived— 
informed the ways in which Andalusi Muslim literary intellectuals employed 
their elite practice of Arabic adab to compensate for the loss of a unified pol-
ity and, by the end of the eleventh  century, the forfeiture of Andalusi terri-
tory to the Christian kingdoms. That is, Andalusi literary intellectuals 
efected a lasting cultural turn in the articulation of the trope, and they con-
tinued to represent Andalusis as much as al- Andalus as distinctive and ex-
ceptional in Islamdom, in counterpoint to their significantly diminished 
po liti cal circumstance.

Chapter 4 charts and interrogates Andalusi Jewish expressions of, and 
claims to, a position of communal, religious, and cultural privilege among 
the Jewish communities of Mediterranean lands in the post- Umayyad age. 
Ironically, the proliferation of Andalusi courts on a smaller scale than 
Umayyad Córdoba created new opportunities for outstanding Jewish figures 
to fulfill po liti cal, communal, intellectual, and aesthetic ambitions far be-
yond what their tenth- century pre de ces sors  imagined. During the eleventh 
 century, their assertion of religious and cultural authority and empowerment 
found ample expression in the trope of Sefardi exceptionalism. Following 
the social and po liti cal disruptions of the early to mid- twelfth  century, 
Andalusi Jewish literary and religious intellectuals endeavored to consolidate 
their traditions and proceeded to direct the discourse of exceptionalism to 
their heirs, exiles, and enthusiasts.

Chapter 5 is devoted to reading literary products composed by three par-
adigmatic author- travelers from al- Andalus and Sefarad to the Islamic East. 
Their respective “cognitive and imaginative maps” and literary geographies 
incorporating the sociopo liti cal, religious, and cultural glories of al- Andalus 
and Sefarad feed the rhe toric of cultural otherness that they deploy  toward 
the Muslims and Jews of the Islamic East, whose own successes and failures 
serve to recall for the audience what was exceptional about al- Andalus and 
Sefarad.

The Conclusion reviews and ofers reflections on how historiography, art, 
literary and intellectual history, and imaginative lit er a ture and cinema ad-
dressed and utilized the tropes of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism. Mod-
ern social, literary, religious, and art historians variously observe, endorse and 
celebrate, or repudiate and debunk the self- fashioned identity- relating An-
dalusi and Sefardi traditions of exceptionalism, often with a minimum of 
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critical reflection or sense of the trope’s complex, evolving expression in 
history, or the complex agency of its cultural capital. Deeply contested vi-
sions of al- Andalus and Sefarad (as well as “medieval Spain”) clearly invite a 
critical and analytic inquiry into the source, arc, and significance of the 
ideas of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism that are the subject of this 
study.

The Toponyms’ Etymologies

Before we turn to the genesis of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism, it is 
worth reviewing the linguistic details of the history of the toponyms them-
selves, the containers into which cultural meaning was dispensed. The ori-
gins of the Arabic toponym al- Andalus are hazy, if not downright mythical. But 
unlike Sefarad, the toponym lacks any sort of implicit or expressed ge-
nealogical, communal- political, or cultural authority based on an ancient 
prooftext from Scripture and its interpretation in religious tradition.30 “Al- 
Andalus” is first attested as the Arabic equivalent of Hispania on a bilingual 
(Latin and Arabic) dinar dated 715/716— merely five years  after Muslims and 
Islam arrived in Iberia and instituted an Islamic polity  there.31 For many 
modern scholars who rely on the testimony of Arabic geographers and his-
toriographers, for want of other sources or explanations, “al- Andalus” is sup-
posedly derived from “Vandalicia,” the name that the Vandal (Ar., al- Andalūsh 
or al- Andalīsh) invaders of the early fifth  century gave to the Roman prov-
ince of Baetica. Werner Vycichl posited the origins of “al- Andalus” from a 
hy po thet i cal Berber “land of the Vandals.”32 Paul Wexler explains this pos-
si ble origin by noting that “Berber speakers could have dropped v-  that they 
interpreted as the Berber genitive maker ‘of ’ in the expression ‘land of the 
Vandals.’ ”33 Heinz Helm, however, dissects the historical and philological 
prob lems with the received scholarly explanations for this assumed origin 
and derivation of al- Andalus. Reviewing all the scholarly lit er a ture, Helm 
posits a Gothic origin (landahlauts = “allotted territory”) for the Arabized 
term.34 George Bossong disputed the Gothic source on phonetic, morpho-
syntactic, and historical grounds. Instead, he identifies the toponym al- 
Andalus as “the original name of the Punta Marroqui near Tarifa” that was 
then “generalized to designate the  whole Peninsula.”35 An alternate but highly 
problematic explanation suggests an origin from an Arabization of the leg-
endary island of Atlantis, presumably from the Greek place name.36
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Federico Corriente, the peerless authority on Andalusi Arabic, originally 
accepted the Greek etymon, for want of other satisfactory explanations.37 
Corriente subsequently deduced that “al- Andalus” was derived from the Cop-
tic amenti, signifying “Hades; the West.” He surmised that “in the epoch of 
the Islamic conquest of Egypt, the local population must have called the 
Southwest *emender/lēs, which the Arabs would hear as *am+andalīs, and 
most of them being of Yemenite extraction, they would metanalyze /am+/ as 
their own dialectical shape of the definite article, instead of /al+/, thus pro-
ducing a standard /al+andalīs.”38 Recently, José Ramírez del Río traced the 
probable origins of the toponym al- Andalus by lexeme and image to the 
Greek “Anadolis- Hesperus” or “Anatolé” which  later evolved to “Anadolu” 
and, ultimately, to al- Andalus.39

What do the Arabic sources relate about the origins and meaning of the 
toponym? Aḥmad b. Muḥammad al- Rāzī (d. 955), the first significant Mus-
lim historian of al- Andalus, whose work survives in partial form as trans-
mitted by  later writers, establishes the etiology of the Arabic place name for 
Islamic historiographical tradition: “The first  people who inhabited al- 
Andalus  after the  Great Flood  were, according to the non- Arab scholars of 
that land, a  people called al- Andalush, with shīn. The land was named 
 after them and then was Arabized.”40 Al- Rāzī and his con temporary from the 
Islamic East, the tenth- century Eastern geographer Abū Iṣḥāq al- Iṣṭakhrī, 
who drew one of the earliest maps of al- Andalus,41 employ the term al- Andalus 
as a geo graph i cal marker for the entire peninsula (jazīrat al- andalus), without 
regard for considerations of polity. This convention is reflected in the Arabic 
sources up to the seventeenth  century and, in some quarters, by Muslims of 
other lands ever since. Al- Maqqarī (b. Telemcen; c. 1577–1632), the supreme 
Maghribi authority of Andalusi history and tradition, cites the conventional 
etymologies presented by the scholars Ibn Sa‘īd al- Maghribī (thirteenth 
 century) and Ibn Khaldūn ( fourteenth  century).42

Speaking strictly historically, al- Andalus served as both a po liti cal and 
a geo graph i cal signifier, depending on the context of the source in which it 
is employed. In the latter sense, it is simply shorthand for the aforementioned 
Arabic name for the peninsula, jazīrat al- andalus. In the former sense, al- 
Andalus is the name applied to the territory of the Iberian Peninsula  under 
Islamic rule at any given time. Between 711 and 1492, the period during which 
Islam maintained a sovereign presence in the peninsula, the western frontier 
between Islamdom and Christendom in Iberia was a shifting border. From 
the eighth through the eleventh centuries, most of the Iberian Peninsula 



 Andalusi and Sefardi Exceptionalism 17

was  under Islamic control. But the territorial map of al- Andalus receded rad-
ically in the mid- thirteenth  century, when Córdoba (1236), Seville (1248), 
and their surrounding lands fell into Castilian hands. From this point on, 
the polity of al- Andalus was confined geo graph i cally 250 years to the Naṣrid 
state of Granada,  until its own demise at the end of the fifteenth  century. 
Al- Andalus thus supposedly faded into memory, myth, and the stuf of nos-
talgia, the subject of exceptionally vivid social and literary imaginations. As 
with Sefarad, the origins and historical trajectory of the Andalusi quest for 
po liti cal and socioreligious authority and cultural significance in Islamdom 
are the subject of this study.

The toponym Sefarad, like the Arabic al- Andalus, is a fluctuating sign. 
Sefarad is a hapax legomenon (i.e., attested only once in the Hebrew Bible) 
appearing in the minor prophetic book Obadiah (1:20): “the exiles of Jerusalem 
that are in Sefarad they  shall possess the towns of the Negev.” Modern 
scholarship understands this biblical toponym as referring to the Persian 
satrap Sparda, identified with Sardis in Asia Minor on account of its attesta-
tion in an Aramaic inscription and array of other ancient Mediterranean and 
Near Eastern languages.43 However, the earliest Jewish textual evidence for 
the appropriation- interpretation of the biblical verse to signify Iberia dates 
to late antiquity in the form of Targum Jonathan (prob ably edited in the 
fourth  century from an  earlier source). Its gloss on Obadiah already identi-
fied the biblical place name Sefarad with Ispamia, that is, Roman Hispania 
(“ ‘And the exile of Jerusalem that is in Sefarad’— and the exile of Jerusalem 
that is in Spain”).44 The authoritative eleventh- century Hebrew lexicogra-
pher and grammarian Jonah ibn Janāḥ refers in his Book of [Hebrew] Roots 
(Kitāb al- uṣūl) to Obadiah, verse 20, by noting “ ‘that is in Sefarad’ is trans-
lated by the Targum as ‘which is in Hispania,’ and it is well known that His-
pania is Sefarad.”45

The sociolinguist Paul Wexler, among  others, studies the etymological 
mechanism by which a biblical toponym for a site in Asia Minor became iden-
tified with Iberia. He allows for the possibility proposed by J. Brutzkus that 
biblical “Sefarad” was suggested (for Hispania) by its similarity to the Gothic 
swarts or svard, the word for “black” that the Goths are said to have applied 
to the indigenous  people of Iberia.46 Ultimately, Wexler seems to prefer to 
view the derivation as the Jews’ identification of a biblical place name with 
another similar- sounding non- Hebrew phrase such as the Punic i sephanim 
(isle of rabbits),47 the probable origin of “Hispania,” as Solà- Solé observed 
previously. Wexler understands it in the sense “northern island,” derived from 
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the Semitic root s- f- n / ṣ- f- n.48 Mariona Vernet Pons ofers a new, ingenious 
explanation on why translators of antiquity associated Sefarad with Hispania. 
She suggests that Targum Jonathan “might have had in mind the Greek loan-
word Hesperides, the nymphs who tend a garden in a far western place of the 
known world, not least  because of the phonological closeness between this 
word and Sepharad.”49 Cyril Aslanov proposes yet another Byzantine- era ex-
tralinguistic “etymology” for Sefarad, based on a trans- linguistic pun in-
volving Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek and “more related with the signified 
than with the signifier.”50 Fi nally, José Ramírez del Río identifies the He-
brew Sefarad as a transcription of the Greek (He)speria, Venus as the eve-
ning star, a term that was impor tant for the Christians of the Iberian 
Peninsula from the sixth  century.51 In any case, the traditional identifica-
tion,  whether a gloss or an interpretative translation or dictated by a similar- 
sounding phrase in another language, is ancient, perhaps nearly as old as 
Jewish residence in Roman Iberia. Indeed, the Peshiṭta, the Syriac Christian 
translation of the Hebrew Bible dating to the second  century, also translates 
Sefarad as Ispania.52

What do medieval Jewish sources besides Ibn Janāḥ report? The tradi-
tion (Sefarad = al- Andalus) appears in Sa‘adia Gaon’s Commentary on Lam-
entations (“ ‘the exile of Jerusalem that is in Sefarad’ is from the time of 
Hadrian and no one was exiled to al- Andalus before that”),53 the late geonic- 
era chronicle Seder ‘olam zuṭa (“Vespasianus came and destroyed the  Temple 
and exiled Israel and many families from the House of David and Judah to 
Espamya, which is Sefarad),”54 and in Midrash ‘eser galuyot.55 Subsequent An-
dalusi Jewish scholars of the eleventh and twelfth centuries disagreed about 
 whether the Obadiah prooftext refers to the Babylonian exile of 586 bce (the 
position taken by eleventh- century authorities Samuel the Nagid and Moses 
ibn Giqaṭilla) or the Roman exile of 70 ce (the view of twelfth- century in-
tellectuals Abraham ibn Ezra and Abraham ibn Daud, following Sa‘adia). 
This dispute is secondary for our purposes, even if the  earlier dating afords 
greater longevity to the idea and history of Sefarad.56 As we  shall read in 
detail in Chapters 2 and 4, the traditional, late antique linkage of Sefarad 
and Jerusalem encoded Sefardi exceptionalism genealogically and served to 
transmit vari ous forms of Jewish religious, po liti cal, and cultural authority 
to its leaders, scholars, and their community.

For the Jews living  under Islamic rule from the tenth  century till the 
mid- thirteenth (and in Naṣrid Granada through the fifteenth), Sefarad 
applied in the restricted sense as the Hebrew equivalent of the Arabic 
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al- Andalus. The eleventh- century biblical commentator Judah ibn Bil‘am 
(Commentary on Obadiah 1:20) glosses the Obadiah prooftext as follows: “The 
opinion that Sefarad is al- Andalus has spread among our  people; its name of 
yore was ‘Espamya.’ ”57 That is, Sefarad originated as a spatial- political signi-
fier and only  later in the mid- twelfth  century began to morph into a por-
table cultural signifier. Rabbinic lit er a ture from geonic circles in the Islamic 
East clearly diferentiated the Jewish communities living in the Islamic and 
Christian domains of the Iberian Peninsula. Before he became gaon (in 968), 
the illustrious R. Sherira (ca. 906–1006) dispatched a Hebrew letter to the 
Jewish communities of North Africa and Iberia, appealing for funds in sup-
port of geonic institutions in Iraq: it refers to both “al- Andalus” and 
“Aspāmya.”58 This geonic perspective was thus in accord with the Andalusi 
Jewish view diferentiating the two Iberian domains of Islamdom and Chris-
tendom. Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ, a court physician, adviser, and diplomat for 
the tenth- century Umayyad caliphs ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III al- Nāṣir and al- 
Ḥakam II al- Mustanṣir, identified his community in correspondence with a 
foreign dignitary as follows: “The name of our land in which we dwell is 
Sefarad in the holy tongue, but in the language of the Arabs, the inhabit-
ants of the land, al- Andalus.”59 The eleventh– twelfth- century literary intel-
lectual Moses ibn Ezra recapitulates  these traditions in Kitāb al- muḥāḍara 
wa- l- mudhākara while also incorporating elements of Islamic lore:

 These aforementioned populations . . .  and the other exile to the 
lands of Rome and to al- Andalus, as Scripture testifies: “And that 
exiled force of Israelites [ shall possess] what belongs to the 
Phoenicians as far as Zarephath, while the Jerusalemite exile 
community of Sepharad  shall possess the towns of the Negeb” 
(Obad. 1:20). Our religious community received the tradition that 
Zarephath is the land of the Franks and Sepharad is al- Andalus in 
the language of the Arabs, associated with a person called 
Andalusān from the period of al- Izdihāq, the ancient king; and in 
the Romance language, Ishfāniyya, also derived from a ruler in 
the Roman country prior to the Goths, whose name was Ishfān, 
and whose capital was Ishbīliyya (Seville), on his account was it 
named, among the earliest (settlers) Isfamyā.60

Fi nally, Abraham ibn Daud’s (d. ca. 1180) Chronicles of Rome reports: “In 
[Honorious’s] day, the Uzides, who are the Goths, entered Spain in three 
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groups: the Vandals, the Alans and the Suevi.  After the Vandals, Sepharad 
[Spain] was called Andalusia, and they conquered all of Spain from a nation 
called Espan.”61

 After 1150, the Jewish communal presence in al- Andalus diminished sig-
nificantly  under Almohad rule. Andalusi Jewish exiles such as Abraham ibn 
Daud transferred the notion of Sefarad with its revered cultural baggage and 
claims of privilege to the new centers of Jewish life in the Christian king-
doms of northern Iberia.  There, Andalusi Judeo- Arabic cultural traditions 
and practices  were relished, preserved, and redeveloped in conversation with 
Romance ele ments, especially in Toledo. Jewish literary and religious intel-
lectuals of the Christian kingdoms thus viewed themselves as the natu ral 
heirs of Andalusi Jewish tradition and referred to the new lands in which 
they lived as Sefarad, even as they remembered Sefarad in its original Anda-
lusi setting. In the new sociopo liti cal and religious environment, Sefarad ac-
cordingly came to serve as the Jewish marker for all the Iberian Peninsula 
(except for Catalonia, on occasion).

Concerning this period of cultural transfer, Yom Tov Assis observes: 
“What came to be identified as Sefarad was essentially the meeting of Judeo- 
Arabic culture of al- Andalus with Romance civilization which was then in 
its embryonic form.”62 Jonathan Ray speaks of the Jews of Christian Iberia 
“attaching themselves to this already established concept of Sepharad” and 
its “proud cultural legacy.”63 Jonathan Decter calls attention to an obvious 
yet critical feature of the toponym: “Sefarad never had a po liti cal real ity; it 
existed only in the minds of Jews.” His observations resemble Assis’s “defi-
nitions,” but Decter articulates it diferently: “With time, especially as Jews 
moved from Islamic to Christian territories within the Iberian Peninsula, 
the borders of Sefarad  were re imagined to include the new communities. 
Only  after centuries did the  whole of the Iberian Peninsula come to be iden-
tified with Sefarad.”64 The history of the unstable term “Sefarad” thus com-
plicates how we refer to the Jews of al- Andalus and the Jews of all Iberia. 
Ultimately, “Sefarad” functioned broadly as a trope— a cultural, rather than 
a purely geo graph i cal, signifier— and it was imbued with unambiguous au-
thority like its Islamic counterpart, al- Andalus, to whose origins and sig-
nificance we now turn in Chapter 1.



C h a p t e r   1

Geography and Destiny
The Genesis of Andalusi Exceptionalism in the 

Umayyad Caliphal Age

The land of al- Andalus is the western extreme of the fourth 
clime. In the opinion of the knowledgeable, it is a land abundant 
in lowlands with good soil, fertile agricultural settlements, 
flowing with plentiful rivers and abundant fresh springs.

— Al- Rāzī

Al- Andalus was situated on an unfamiliar continent at the westernmost fron-
tier of Islamdom and surrounded by the sea on three sides. The peninsula 
was widely considered as altogether remote, dif er ent, and even dangerous, 
at the very limits of Islamdom and civilization. Obviously, designations of 
place, ways of seeing the Islamic world, and explaining it  were inseparable 
from the prevailing structures of power in which the East inhabited the cen-
ter and al- Andalus the marginal edge. Andalusi elites thus  were acutely 
sensitive to the power dynamic implicit in the notions of center and periph-
ery and their assignment to the outer reaches of the latter realm. In the tenth 
 century, they devised ways to challenge this order.

On account of its geo graph i cal remove, al- Andalus operated as a virtu-
ally autonomous province from the moment Muslim troops entered the pen-
insula in 711, trounced King Roderick and commenced overthrowing 
Christian Visigothic Hispania.  Until the  middle of the eighth  century, many 
of al- Andalus’s first twenty- one governors only nominally answered to the 
regional governor of the Maghrib. Stationed in Qayrawān, even that authority 
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represented Damascus only in theory.1 The administrators of al- Andalus 
attempted, with  little success, to consolidate centralized control over the 
country and bring a semblance of order to the new Islamic domain. ‘Abd al- 
Raḥmān ibn Mu‘āwiyya, a refugee from the Abbasid overthrow of the 
Syrian- based Umayyad dynasty and slaughter of its members in 750, famously 
arrived in al- Andalus in 756. He is said to have gathered enough of a follow-
ing of Berbers, mawālī (clients of Arab tribes), and Syrian Umayyad loyalists 
to become emir (r. 756–788). Soon  after his accession to power, ‘Abd al- Raḥmān 
I banned the conventional recitation of the Abbasid caliph’s name during 
Friday communal prayers, signaling that al- Andalus was a self- governing 
Islamic realm in de pen dent from Baghdad and Abbasid authority.2

One hundred and fifty years of po liti cal instability followed the estab-
lishment of the Umayyad emirate in al- Andalus. This long period was marked 
by widespread disorder frequently directed against Umayyad authority of the 
Córdoba- based Andalusi state and its eforts to centralize power and extend 
it over the provinces. Incessant factionalism, interethnic strug gles, tribal-
ism, and revolts gripped Arabs, their mawālī, Berbers, and Muslim converts 
of Roman or Visigothic origin.3 An official proclamation of the ultimate ex-
pression of Andalusi Umayyad dominion came in 929. The eighth Umayyad 
emir of al- Andalus, the po liti cally ambitious and  adept ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III 
al- Nāṣir (r. 912–961),4 eventually succeeded in subduing the insurrections and 
bringing relative order to al- Andalus. A resplendent Córdoba served as its 
Baghdad- inspired imperial capital. Indeed, he implemented vari ous Abbasid- 
style practices and reforms, including with the army, upon which the con-
solidation of Umayyad power rested. Taking advantage of military successes 
against both the Christian kingdoms and rebels against the state, ‘Abd al- 
Raḥmān III strategically assumed the designation of caliph as “Commander 
of the Faithful” (amīr al- mu’minīn), thereby claiming symbolic or titular au-
thority over the entire umma of Muslims. This maneuver gestured primar-
ily in opposition to the rival Fāṭimid (Ismā‘īlī Shī‘a) caliphate centered in 
Ifrīqiya (est. 909, central North Africa) and secondarily to the remote and 
progressively weak Abbasid caliphate in the Islamic East.5 The Umayyads 
increasingly allied themselves with anti- Fāṭimid forces in the westernmost 
part of North Africa, in re sis tance to Fāṭimid propaganda circulating in al- 
Andalus and the threat that the Fāṭimids supposedly posed to them. By the 
time the Fāṭimids moved their capital from Ifrīqiya to Cairo in 973, al- 
Ḥakam II al- Mustanṣir (r. 961–976), ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III’s son and successor, 
was engaged in his own anti- Fāṭimid po liti cal activity, undertaking building 
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proj ects in North Africa such as the construction of the minaret of the iconic 
Qarawiyyin mosque in Fez expressly to connect al- Andalus and the Maghrib.6

Andalusi society was uncommonly complex, with its mix of Arabs of 
diverse ancestral tribal affiliations who arrived in al- Andalus at dif er ent mo-
ments, “old,” long- settled, and “new” Berbers, likewise of dif er ent tribal 
backgrounds who entered Andalusi society  earlier or  later, neo- Muslims 
mostly of peninsular Christian origins, ṣaqāliba (slave- soldiers imported from 
Christendom), Mozarabic Christians, and Jews. Yet  little is known with any 
degree of certainty about the demographic situation leading up to declara-
tion of the Umayyad caliphate in the tenth  century that would have informed 
the social, po liti cal, and religious developments of this critical turning point 
in Andalusi history. Richard Bulliet’s influential work on the history of con-
version to Islam and the “conversion curve” of the first few earliest Islamic 
centuries has provided the method and framework for inquiry regarding the 
rates by which Christians, Zoroastrians, Jews, and  others became Muslims 
in the geo graph i cally contiguous central and eastern territories of early and 
classical Islam. Based on careful analy sis of names in biographical dictionar-
ies, al- Andalus represents something of a special case of individual social 
conversions, according to Bulliet’s scheme. His demographic research— 
inexact, to be sure— also suggests that the community of Muslims became 
the majority in Andalusi society by the mid- tenth  century.7

The rapidly growing Islamic community of al- Andalus thus was consti-
tuted through dynamic historical and social processes— immigration from 
North Africa and the Islamic East and, most notably, conversion to Islam. 
The impulse to diferentiate Islam strictly from Chris tian ity and to distin-
guish Muslims clearly from Christians was especially imperative while Chris-
tians outnumbered Muslims in al- Andalus. It remained significant even 
when Muslims fi nally constituted the demographic majority. Since al- Andalus 
was located at the far western reaches of Islamdom bordering Christendom, 
its unique geo graph i cal position also reinforced the urge to implement and 
maintain boundary- making traditions and practices. This sense of unusual 
place, the traditions and practices encoding it, and the Andalusis’ hyper-
awareness of al- Andalus’s otherness, from the patronizing perspective of the 
Islamic East, became permanent  drivers and markers of Andalusi “self- 
fashioning,” cultural politics, and collective memory.8 Of course, construc-
tion of a distinct Andalusi identity required a po liti cal foil— namely, Fāṭimid 
Egypt and the Abbasid East, against which Andalusi authority could be mea-
sured and “Andalusi- ness” defined.
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Social historians ofer conflicting interpretations of the politico- religious 
significance of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III’s declaration of an Umayyad Andalusi ca-
liphate in the tenth  century. David Wasserstein discounts the “universal” 
implications of the caliphal proclamation and views its adoption in al- Andalus 
as “a local Iberian variant of the title emir.”9 By contrast, Janina Safran draws 
attention to the Umayyads’ domestic and foreign po liti cal agendas, especially 
as applied to their ambitions in North Africa and their competition with the 
Fāṭimids, a rivalry that Maribel Fierro, among  others, also views as pivotal 
to Andalusi Umayyad ideology, statecraft, and practice.10 What ever the com-
plex intention  behind this change in po liti cal posture, social and cultural 
historians agree that the tenth- century Umayyad caliphs successfully sought 
to transcend the unremittingly troublesome ethnic tensions and internecine 
conflicts of the eighth and ninth centuries by constructing a distinctively 
“Andalusi Islamic identity,”11 just as the aforementioned demographic, po-
liti cal, and historical developments converged.

Al- Andalus’s moment of self- discovery also coincided with and repre-
sents an example of an emergent sense of regionalism and localism across 
Islamdom. An awareness of place and sensitivity to its diference was partly 
predicated on the deep po liti cal and religious divisions between rival ca-
liphates and the complex history informing  these ruptures (between the 
Umayyads, Fāṭimids, and Abbasids; Sunnis and Shī‘is). The newfound at-
tachment to the particularities of homeland (waṭan) and the Arabic literary 
forms in which it was voiced (vari ous mafākhir and faḍā’il traditions appear-
ing in dedicated literary genres and motifs al- ḥanīn ilā l- awṭān and kutub 
al- ghurabā’)12 arose as expressions and markers of regional and local difer-
ence.  These emblems stood in dialectical relationship with the universalist 
ideal of the Islamic umma’s oneness, an ideal represented in the freedom 
of movement across the po liti cal borders within Islamdom that informed 
the experience of pilgrimage to Mecca and the Islamic institution of travel 
for knowledge.13  Because of its abiding reputation for “otherness,” the An-
dalusi investment in regionalism became an especially prominent compo-
nent of “Andalusi- ness” in the po liti cal and religious sense and a major 
theme of cultural production.14

However one reads the religious and po liti cal aspirations of tenth- century 
Umayyad al- Andalus, we can trace the origins of the idea of al- Andalus as a 
legitimate and ambitious Islamic state with a culturally vibrant society to 
this historical moment in which a distinctive Andalusi- ness was conceived, 
articulated, and promulgated in the ser vice of the country. As Maribel Fierro 
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keenly observes: “Along with belonging to a universal religious community, 
they [Andalusi elites] had a distinct, but not static, Andalusi identity that 
separated them from other Muslims. . . .  This Andalusi identity is generally 
considered to have been promoted especially by the Córdoban Umayyad ca-
liphs, beginning with ‘Abd al- Raḥmān al- Nāṣir, as it helped them strengthen 
their rule.”15

What, exactly, are the origins and the earliest incarnation of the trope 
of Andalusi exceptionalism? What animated po liti cal leaders and religious 
authorities utilizing dif er ent administrative, social, and religious practices 
and religious and literary intellectuals writing in vari ous literary genres and 
employing dif er ent discourses to situate al- Andalus at the very center of Is-
lamic history and culture, if not Islamdom? Fierro and Safran, among 
 others, have meticulously deciphered the discourses and practices that the 
Andalusi Umayyad caliphs applied and exercised to assert their po liti cal and 
religious legitimacy and articulate their power. However, the trope of 
Andalusi exceptionalism represents a previously unrecognized, encoded 
dimension of  these authority- conferring discourses and practices: it was de-
rived from the dynamic confluence of an idiosyncratically Andalusi sense of 
place and the diference that it imparted and the Umayyad quest for Islamic 
legitimacy.

The ground for the construction, articulation, and dissemination of the 
trope of Andalusi exceptionalism was laid in the tenth  century, based on an 
Islamicized version of Isidore of Seville’s depiction of the land’s divinely or-
dained bounty, the Umayyads’ appeal to Islamic genealogy, and al- Andalus’s 
steadfast adherence to the Mālikī  legal rite. However, to appreciate the full-
ness of the trope’s history and evolution, we must consider its original man-
ifestation, which took the peculiar form of a sense of radical Andalusi 
otherness. The origin of this defining myth of Andalusi cultural politics pre-
dates the tenth  century, when the Umayyad caliphs began to convert it from 
a deleterious to a constructive efect.16 The trope’s genesis was rooted, I be-
lieve, in the Andalusis’ uneasy grappling and coming to terms with, inter-
nalizing, and subsequently transforming an Islamic identity, which geography 
and Islamic history provided for them, as viewed and narrated from afar in 
the Islamic East. Their socially constructed geographic identity was defined 
by the notion of the “island of al- Andalus” (jazīrat al- andalus) and its unique 
position as a remote outpost on the westernmost edge of Islamdom and the 
very limits of civilization. The reputation of the place and its peculiar geo-
graphic identity naturally informed the Andalusis’  mental map of their standing 



26 Chapter 1

and station in Islam and Islamdom, a map that identified the Islamic East as 
the center and placed them on the extreme periphery—in efect, marginalizing 
their place in Islamdom.17

Andalusis  were well aware of the pointed opinions of Eastern geogra-
phers, travelers, observers, and authors during the classical age of Islam. Fol-
lowing ancient and late antique traditions rooted in pre- Islamic Egypt 
(noted in the Introduction) residents of the Islamic East frequently viewed 
al- Andalus as a marginal or perilous place. Easterners could regard Andalusis 
with disdain and derision, denigrating their courage and martial fortitude, 
or disparaging and dismissing the creativity of their cultural production.18 
From the tenth through thirteenth centuries, the Andalusis’ sense of their 
otherness thus was defined by the geo graph i cal position of their remote 
“island,” as Islamic cartography represented the peninsula.19 It was com-
pounded by their supposed isolation and the demographic peculiarities of 
residing in a distant backwater of Islamdom. Their sense of uniqueness or 
strangeness was exacerbated by awareness that, of all the lands that Mus-
lims ruled, al- Andalus alone enjoyed no territorial contiguity with the rest 
of Islamdom— yet another sense in which al- Andalus was an island. Piotr 
Michalowski defines the impact of  human and physical geography on  human 
cognition: “Geography is a  human prob lem that involves both universals, 
which purportedly stem from the physical real ity of mankind, as well as cul-
turally in de pen dent variables. Certain conceptions of space . . .  appear to 
difer  little across socie ties.  There do exist strong cultural variations, how-
ever, and one of the prob lems . . .  is the question of  mental or cognitive maps, 
that is, the ideas of space and its relative seriations that men and  women 
carry in their heads, so to speak.  These  mental maps include notions of pref-
erence, as well as vague ideas and value judgments about places that speak-
ers or authors have never seen.”20 Michalowski’s critical observation explains 
how Andalusis could not help but internalize the sense of their place as out-
siders viewed it, and it explains why their intellectuals would confront this 
construction discursively.

An indirect early Andalusi response to their geographic “condition” in 
Islamdom recognized al- Andalus as the essential site of events in Islamic 
(Sunni) eschatology.21 In Islamic lore, the End of Days drama typically plays 
out in the East, where Andalusi warriors make an appearance in an apoca-
lyptic  battle against the Byzantines in Palestine.22 ‘Abd al- Malik ibn Ḥabīb 
(ca. 790–852) was an early Andalusi hadith tradent and an impor tant jurist, 
credited by some traditions (although not history) with establishing the 
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Mālikī rite in al- Andalus. Like many pious Andalusis, Ibn Ḥabīb journeyed 
east in quest of Islamic learning, where, ironically, he gleaned information 
on the history of al- Andalus available in Egypt. Returning home amid  great 
sociopo liti cal turbulence in al- Andalus that he associated with the Last Judg-
ment,23 Ibn Ḥabīb authored Kitāb al- Ta’rīkh— a brief universal “history” 
and richly imaginative work related in the distinctive voice of (Sunni) Is-
lamic piety.24 In Ibn Ḥabīb’s ninth- century mythic and prophetic telling, al- 
Andalus is already a place of  great trea sure and abundance, as would be 
observed and proclaimed during the tenth  century by the vari ous architects 
of Andalusi exceptionalism as an unmistakable sign of divine  favor. Ibn 
Ḥabīb’s devotional- apocalyptic sensibility, however, inverts the significance 
of the gifts that God bestowed on the land and its  people. Instead of serving 
as a divine blessing to its inhabitants, the natu ral wealth of al- Andalus se-
duces them into the greedy excesses of materialism, completely contrary to 
the dictates of Islam. Accordingly, four  factors turn al- Andalus into the ideal 
locus for the imminent End of Days (Day of Judgment) in Ibn Ḥabīb’s Is-
lamic apocalyptic eschatology: its geo graph i cal position at world’s end; the 
supposedly debased ethical habits of Andalusi rulers and society; apprehen-
sion about al- Andalus’s hazardous proximity to Christendom; and the signifi-
cant Andalusi Christian population in their midst, which still outnumbered 
the Muslims.25

Justin Stearns identifies the apocalyptic- eschatological motif as one of 
three interconnected themes by which Andalusi and Maghribi authors efec-
tively integrated al- Andalus into more general Islamic historiography,26 a 
proj ect of considerable urgency, given the peripheral place in Islamdom that it 
was assigned by Eastern authors: al- Andalus was conceived as the site of es-
chatological events; as a “land of jihad” (wa- l- andalus dāru jihādin);27 and as a 
place of ‘ajā’ib (won ders or marvels). ‘Ajā’ib lit er a ture, the Islamic incarnation 
of the antique genre of paradoxography that destabilizes and entertains, took 
two distinct thematic forms:28 religious intellectuals favored reports devoted 
to invoking the won ders of God’s creation (makhlūqāt) as a source of religious 
awe; and literary intellectuals and geographers  were drawn to accounts of the 
fantastic and abnormal. ‘Ajā’ib in the sense of “won ders” fits into Todorov’s 
discussion of the fantastic in the category of the “uncanny”: the traditions 
discussed  here involve accepted ele ments of mythic and sacred history and 
therefore do not exactly trespass the realm of the natu ral. They are “readily 
accounted for by the laws of reason but . . .  are, in one way or another, incred-
ible, extraordinary, shocking, singular, disturbing or unexpected.”29
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For our purposes, the frequently interrelated themes of jihad and ‘ajā’ib 
in the sources accentuate al- Andalus’s distinctive role in the Andalusi in-
flection of the Islamic religious and historical imagination. They stake al- 
Andalus’s claim to an unusual yet central position in the geography of the 
ultimate chapter of Islamic history in what I think of as a potent synthesis 
of “end times” and “end place.” The traditions of the geographers and the 
chroniclers describe al- Andalus as a locus of ‘ajā’ib from the outset of sacred 
and mythic history. For example, it was the site of the legendary “Tree of 
Life,”30 the “City of Copper” (Ar., Madīnat al- nuḥās),31 and the famed “Sol-
omon’s  Table” (Mā’idat Sulaymān b. Dāwūd), an artifact from the Jerusalem 
 Temple “discovered” in Toledo.32  These traditions dialectically placed al- 
Andalus outside of and inside at the center of a normative Islamic historical 
and geo graph i cal framework. Apart from sacred history, Andalusi interest 
in and references to legendary figures and sites from Greek late antiquity 
served the same purpose. The “Pillars of Hercules”  were identified with the 
Strait of Gibraltar. Legends of Dhū l- qarnayn (identified with Alexander 
the  Great) told of his exploits and regime in ancient “al- Andalus” along with 
his close association with Mérida, Saragossa, and Toledo.33 This mythic al- 
Andalus, like Ibn Ḥabīb’s, uniquely inhabits the spatial limit of Islamdom and 
the temporal end of Islamic history, conferring upon al- Andalus a singular 
and exclusive Islamic identity.34

The appeal, longevity, and agency of Ibn Ḥabīb’s discursive strategy cen-
tering the events of Islamic eschatology in the West and attributing po liti-
cal turmoil to the rulers’ corruption and depravity— itself a prominent trope 
in Andalusi and Maghribi historiography from the eleventh  century on-
ward—is attested in the work of the thirteenth- century Andalusi pietist 
Abū ‘Abd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad, known as al- Qurṭubī. Writing  after 
the Almohads ceded his native Córdoba to Castile in 1236 and Seville in 1248 
as well as relinquishing Fez to the Marīnids (also in 1248), al- Qurṭubī en-
deavors to give the impression that he simply collects and transmits a ran-
dom se lection of received Islamic apocalyptic traditions. In fact, however, his 
own po liti cally tumultuous age was perfectly suited to the renewed urgency 
of Andalusi apocalyptic thinking: al- Qurṭubī’s original scheme casts the 
Maghribis and Andalusis in the critical role of the Mahdī’s earliest ardent 
followers.35 In the retelling, this eschatological figure  will first appear in the 
Islamic West, where he  will or ga nize the Muslims into a fighting contin-
gent and then lead them east to engage the Byzantine forces.36 The Anda-
lusi eschatological tradition retained its deeply meaningful psychological 
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agency in cultural politics into the Naṣrid era. Jurists such as the Málagan 
Abū Bakr Muḥammad al- Fakhkhār (d. 1323) tapped into this traditional res-
ervoir of the Islamic religious- historical imagination as a means of con-
fronting and surmounting the sense of Islamic weakness, the shame of 
Granada’s paying annual tribute to Christian Castile, the Muslims’ fears of 
the Christians’ physical immediacy, and the constant threat of their en-
croaching power.37

By contrast with Andalusi- centered Islamic traditions, some of which 
originated in Egypt, Muslim geographers of the Islamic East, such as 
al- Muqaddasī (b. 954), construed al- Andalus as a land at the periphery of 
Islamdom and of civilization per se, as a typically remote, beguiling, and 
ominous place of marvels and dangers, a curious place to which the imagi-
nation is drawn but that is best avoided in person.38 Such conventional views 
found voice in unexpected places. Even the man of letters and other wise An-
dalusi chauvinist Ibn Bassām al- Shantarīnī (1084–1147) gestures firmly in 
this direction. The introduction to his adab compilation, Al- Dhakhīra fī 
maḥāsin ahl al- jazīra (The Trea sury of the Excellent Qualities of the  People 
of the Peninsula) declares: “On account of their location in this clime, close 
to Christians in a land which is at the extremity of  those conquered by Is-
lam and quite removed from the influence of Arabic traditions, surrounded 
by the vast sea, by the Christians and the Goths— they [the  people of al- 
Andalus] reap nothing but perdition and drink of a torrential sea.”39

To summarize: the image of al- Andalus as an island or a triangle (wa- 
balad al- andalus muthallathu l- shakl),40 surrounded on three sides by the un-
certainties and perils of the “encircling ocean,”41 inhabiting a distant place at 
the westernmost edge of Islamdom far from its eastern geographic center, 
and as an Islamic polity threatened by Christendom, endured. Al- Andalus 
was also portrayed as occupying an uncommon temporal space between the 
legendary past and the end of history, as well as between the  here and now 
and the apocalyptic age.  These ele ments of Andalusi- ness all functioned dia-
lectically to situate al- Andalus at the epicenter of an unconventional render-
ing of Islamic history. The peculiar ninth- century repre sen ta tion of Andalusi 
geo graph i cal and temporal alterity clearly endured in the religious imagina-
tion throughout the classical age of Islam while the singularity of Andalusi 
otherness was reshaped during the tenth and eleventh centuries into the no-
tion of Andalusi exceptionalism, to which we turn below and in Chapter 3. 
In other words, any residual sense of Andalusi provincialism was turned to 
constructive efect and served as an articulation of Andalusi power and 
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ambition during the Umayyad caliphal period. For Andalusi po liti cal elites 
and religious and literary intellectuals of the classical age of Islam, geography 
dictated, but did not determine, destiny  until they interfered with its con-
ventional expression.

Al- Andalus: The Blessed Fertility of the Land

The abundant fertility and agricultural productivity of the land of al- Andalus 
and the wealth that it conferred on the Umayyad state and its inhabitants 
 were construed first and foremost as signs of God’s blessing and divine  favor. 
This notion and the resultant image of the country go back to Isidore, as 
noted above, but its iteration in Andalusi Islam specifically signaled a crucial 
ele ment of Andalusi exceptionalism. Prevailing astro- climatic theory rein-
forced the idea, since it situated al- Andalus in the temperate and desirable 
fourth region and the most moderate of seven habitable climatic zones 
(aqālīm). This medieval form of environmental determinism followed 
Hellenistic thinking  going back to Ptolemy’s Megale Syntaxis, as mediated 
by its late eighth- century Arabic translation.42  Here is how the famous An-
dalusi historian Abū Bakr Aḥmad al- Rāzī (d. 955), most of whose work has 
been lost although significant parts  were apparently preserved by his succes-
sors, put it (apud al- Maqqarī): “The land of al- Andalus is the western ex-
treme of the fourth clime. In the opinion of the knowledgeable it is a land 
abundant in lowlands with good soil, fertile agricultural settlements, flowing 
with plentiful rivers and abundant fresh springs. Venomous beasts are rare. It 
is temperate in climate, weather and breezes. Its spring, fall, winter, and sum-
mer are relatively temperate and well- balanced such that no season generates 
excess. . . .  Its fruits are ripe, at most times not wanting.”43 Al- Muqaddasī’s 
nearly contemporaneous depiction of the Maghrib, including al- Andalus, a 
land he never visited, affirms al- Rāzī but concludes on a dif er ent, decidedly 
Mashriqī, note:

This is a splendid region, extensive and distinguished. It is 
possessed of many towns and villages, remarkable in its resources 
and abundance. It has impor tant border towns with many 
 fortresses;  here too are delightful gardens.  Here, also is a number 
of separated tracts— islands as it  were—as Andalusia, distinguished 
and marvelous. . . .  The cities of this region are concealed from 



 Geography and Destiny 31

view by olive trees, the ground covered with fig trees and 
 vineyards; streams make their way through it, trees fill the 
lowland valleys. However, some of its areas are remote, much of it 
is desert, the roads are difficult and dangers many. Situated in a 
remote corner of the realm of Islam, part of it is intercepted from 
the rest by the sea. No one wants to go  there, no one goes  there, 
no one enquires of it, and no one speaks well of it. It has produced 
no scholar of renown, no celebrated ascetic, except, perhaps for a 
very few.44

The tenth- century Eastern geographer Ibn Ḥawqal, who actually visited al- 
Andalus as a Fāṭimid agent during ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III’s reign, likewise com-
mented positively on the agricultural richness of the land and its significance 
for the country’s prosperity. Nevertheless, he was even more blunt and graphic 
than al- Muqaddasī, ofering a view of the serious ethical, martial, and intel-
lectual shortcomings of al- Andalus’s residents: “Among the extraordinary 
 things in this Peninsula is that it still remains in the hands of its ruler, 
 because its inhabitants are simpleminded, stupid, and low- spirited. They are 
far from such qualities as fortitude, courage, chivalry, and intrepidity and 
seldom do they encounter men of distinction and strength and brave sol-
diers.”45 Yet Ibn Ḥawqal also observed that Córdoba “has no equal in the 
Maghrib, or in the Jazīra, or Syria, or Egypt, to approximate the size of its 
population, the extent of its territory, area of its markets, cleanliness of its 
inhabitants, construction of its mosques, and number of its baths and 
hostelries.”46

Repre sen ta tions of al- Andalus’s agricultural bounty and the religious and 
po liti cal legitimacy that it conferred  were especially pronounced from the 
time of the Umayyad caliphate. During this period, advanced irrigation 
methods and importation of new plants and techniques of cultivation from 
the East called filāḥa hindiyya (Indian agriculture) contributed significantly 
to the abundance, affluence, and stability of the country.47 The thriving ur-
ban merchant  middle class residing in Córdoba, in par tic u lar, supported 
this successful agricultural and trade- based po liti cal economy.48 Regardless 
of the extent to which the caliph and the caliphate and its extensive central 
bureaucracy  were responsible for  these developments, the nexus between vir-
tuous state administration and abundant agricultural yield, of a well- ordered 
landscape and justly ordered Islamic society, was reinforced by current no-
tions in Islamic po liti cal philosophy connecting a general prosperity based 
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upon successful agricultural cultivation with just governance and good state-
craft.49 Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 889) “Kitāb al- sulṭān,” in ‘Uyūn al- akhbār, for ex-
ample, communicates the idea in the following maxim: “ There is no rule 
except through men, and men do not subsist except through property, and 
no property except through cultivation and no cultivation except through 
justice and good policy” (Lā sulṭāna illā bi- rijāl wa- lā rijāla illā bi- māl wa- lā 
māla illā bi- ‘ imāra wa- lā ‘ imārata illa bi- ‘adl wa- ḥusn siyāsa).50

This nexus of agronomy, po liti cal economy, and administration was in-
scribed in the celebrated “Calendar of Córdoba” (Kitāb al- anwā’; The Book 
of Lunar Mansions), an agriculturally oriented meteorological almanac at-
tributed to the polymath ‘Arīb ibn Sa‘d al- Kātib al- Qurṭubī (d. ca. 980), com-
missioned by ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III and dedicated to his son and successor 
al- Ḥakam II.51 The image of a uniquely verdant and fertile al- Andalus and 
the ensuing traditions about it established the framework for descriptions of 
al- Andalus by  later Muslim geographers and Andalusi historians. The Naṣrid 
court historian Ibn al- Khaṭīb (d. 1374), for example, amplifies the picture of 
a marvelously fertile landscape and depicts a divinely blessed country whose 
 people’s material prosperity, cultural productivity, and intellectual character 
set them apart and above: “God, may He be exalted, has endowed the coun-
try of al- Andalus with fertile land and abundant irrigation, sweet foods and 
swift animals, bountiful fruits, plentiful  waters, extensive dwellings, cloth-
ing of excellent quality, fine utensils; plenty of weapons and pure air. He has 
endowed its  people with whiteness in complexion, superior intellect, an ap-
titude for crafts, verve for the sciences, penetrating discernment, cultural re-
finement mostly lacking in other lands.”52

Ibn Khaldūn noted the Andalusis’ eagerness to take advantage of the 
land’s agricultural bounty: “As we know, the [ people of al- Andalus], of all 
civilized  people, are the ones most devoted to agriculture. It rarely happens 
among them that a man in authority or an ordinary person has no tract of 
land or field or does not do some farming.”53 According to art historian Fran-
cisco Prado- Vilar, the Andalusi preoccupation with agriculture was so per-
vasive that it had a broader social upshot and aesthetic efect manifested in 
Andalusi material and literary culture: “This identification of vegetation and 
fertility as blessings from God was especially prominent in the minds of the 
 people of al- Andalus who used this argument to demonstrate the superior-
ity of their country in comparison with the rest of the Islamic world and its 
status as the chosen land of God.”54 Prado- Vilar’s assertion readily applies to 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when Abū l- Walīd al- Ḥimyarī (d. ca. 1048) 
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compiled an anthology of Andalusi nature poetry, Al- Badī‘ fī waṣf al- rabī‘, as 
evidence of a superior Andalusi cultural product and Abū Iṣḥāq ibn Khafāja 
(1058–1138/1139) famously composed Andalusi nawriyyāt (floral poetry).55

Genealogy, Election, and Providential History in  
Umayyad al- Andalus

Besides the divinely endowed aura of al- Andalus’s agricultural abundance, 
the nucleus of what would become the trope of Andalusi exceptionalism was 
also inscribed in vari ous Andalusi assertions of their po liti cal leaders’ and 
religious scholars’ Islamic nobility, authenticity, and legitimacy: they traced 
their po liti cal and religious lineage back to the first  century of Islam.56 Avid 
interest in genealogy, its religious and po liti cal instrumentality in Islamic 
society, and its status as a branch of learning  were not unique to al- Andalus.57 
At the same time, the significance of what authority genealogy rightly con-
fers was highly contested in classical Islam, with its opposing emphasis on 
piety as the sole arbiter of religious and po liti cal legitimacy  going back to 
the Qur an (49:13) itself (“Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah 
is the most righ teous of you”). Yet the Qur an (23:101) also appears to con-
cede that genealogy’s social function of  will not vanish  until the Day of Judg-
ment (“For when the Trumpet is blown, that day  there  shall be no kinship 
any more between them, neither  will they question one another”).

Specifically, the Andalusi Umayyad dynasty traced its ancestry back to 
a related clan of the Prophet Muḥammad’s Qurayshī tribe as well as to their 
assassinated forebear, the third Caliph ‘Uthmān b. ‘Affān, the Caliph 
Mu‘āwiyya, and their ancestors of the ill- fated Damascus- based caliphate.58 
For example, the historical urjūza authored by the Umayyad court poet Ibn 
‘Abd Rabbihi chronicles poetically the divinely favored pious exploits of ‘Abd 
al- Raḥmān III. The epic poem introduces Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi’s religiously 
charmed patron ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III as “the most eminent of the Banū 
Marwān” (i.e., the Umayyads) (line 15) and the “Caliph of God whom He 
chose and elected over all creation” (line 26).59 It should be noted that, as a 
rule, the Umayyads promoted the genealogical connection to Muḥammad 
with utmost caution  because of stronger Fāṭimid and Abbasid claims of closer 
proximity to and direct descent from the Prophet’s inner  family.60 In any case, 
the overdetermined religious language and themes of Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi’s 
urjūza assert the Umayyad caliph’s sacred charisma and divine guidance: the 
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frequency of the title imam over the worldly po liti cal titles malik, emir, sayyid, 
and sultan, and even more than khalīfa, in the poem emphasizes ‘Abd al- 
Raḥmān III’s religious merit and the transcendent nature and legitimacy of 
his authority, which he employs for “restoration of the divine order over 
al- Andalus.”61

Andalusi and Maghribi chronicles, such as the anonymous Fatḥ al-andalus 
(completed after 1087, the last year it chronicles), amplify the association of the 
Andalusi Umayyads with the Prophet Muḥammad.62 The similarly anony-
mous compilation Akhbār majmu‘a (ca. the eleventh century, probably contain-
ing earlier materials) extols the Umayyad emirs whose virtues prefigure ‘Abd 
al-Raḥmān III’s, especially the founder of the dynasty ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I.63 
 These sources narrate episodes of the heroic adventures of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān 
I (d. 788), the orphaned grand son of the Umayyad caliph Hishām. This first 
emir of Umayyad al- Andalus is famously identified as the “Falcon of Quraysh” 
(ṣaqr Quraysh) in a tale involving the Abbasid caliph al- Manṣūr.64 Such hagio-
graphical accounts of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān I follow his exploits traversing Syria and 
North Africa en route to al- Andalus. Typically, he encounters jealous rivals and 
is pursued by enemies and Abbasid agents. Eventually, the young man picks up 
support among Berbers, to whom he was related on his  mother’s side, along 
with garnering the backing of Umayyad mawālī (clients) and Syrian Umayyad 
loyalists already pre sent in al- Andalus. Notably, neither Ibn Ḥabīb in the ninth 
 century nor Ibn al- Qūṭiyya (d. 977; author of Ta’rīkh iftitāḥ al- andalus)65 in the 
tenth  century narrates heroic traditions about ‘Abd al- Raḥmān I. Such tradi-
tions appear to have been the product of the eleventh  century, although, as 
noted, some of them are likely based on  earlier, perhaps orally transmitted, 
tales of his adventures.

In  these striking, imaginatively constructed, episodic accounts, ‘Abd al- 
Raḥmān I’s grand father and  others, typically outsiders such as Jews, recog-
nize him as destined by God for greatness. Many such tales involve the 
narrative deployment of dramatic scenes of “recognition” (anagnorisis), 
wherein the Umayyad refugee is identified as destined to rule. Some narra-
tive anecdotes are suggested by typological episodes in the Sīra of the Prophet 
Muḥammad. Yarns also are vested with intertextual authority derived from 
other ancient Near Eastern religious narratives regarding figures of  great sig-
nificance in Islam— notably, Moses.66 They portray the orphaned Umayyad 
exile ‘Abd al- Raḥmān I by association to Muḥammad and Moses as a larger- 
than- life epic figure in Islam.67 For example, Akhbār majmū‘a tells the well- 
known Sīra- inspired story of the governor of Ifrīqiya chancing upon a Jew 
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who informs him: “A man from the royal line  will take over al- Andalus; he 
is called ‘Abd al- Raḥmān, and his hair is in two braids” (dhū al- ẓafīratayn). 
 Eager to fulfill this prophecy himself by imitating ‘Abd al- Raḥmān’s sarto-
rial style or by killing him, the governor is cautioned by the Jew: “You are 
not from the royal line.”68

Islamic traditions regarding the preordained Islamization of al- Andalus 
complement the topos of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān I’s providential chosenness. Such 
traditions developed around the figures of Ṭāriq ibn Ziyād, the ostensibly 
Berber commander of the Muslim troops in 711, and his apparent rival (ac-
cording to  later sources) Mūsā ibn Nuṣayr, the governor of Ifrīqiya who ar-
rived on the scene to direct the final stages of the conquest of the peninsula 
and administer the new Islamic polity. Ibn Ḥabīb, for instance, relates that 
Ṭāriq came across an old man in Tlemcen who predicted the conquest of 
al- Andalus.69 Like the typological motifs found in the traditional biography 
of the Prophet and recast for ‘Abd al- Raḥmān I, stories concerning Ṭāriq 
display parallels to ele ments in the Sīra. Just as the monk Baḥīra is said to 
have identified the Prophet Muḥammad by a distinguishing birthmark on 
his skin, Ṭāriq is reported to have encountered an old  woman with the fore-
knowledge that the peninsula’s conqueror would have a mole (like his) on 
his left shoulder.70 Ibn Ḥabīb also relates a vignette about the legendary 
“House of Locks,” located in Toledo, in which the last Visigothic king, 
Roderick, uncovered a prophecy of the imminent Islamic conquest. Subse-
quently, Ṭāriq enters the peninsula and, in due course, locates the marvel-
ous  house.71 The Umayyad loyalist Ibn al- Qūṭiyya relates the tale as well in 
his Ta’rīkh, albeit with considerably dif er ent details.72 The passage in Ibn 
al- Qūṭiyya is followed by another anecdote in which Ṭāriq, en route to the 
peninsula aboard a ship with his troops, has a dream in which the Prophet 
Muḥammad appears to reassure him of the successful outcome of the Mus-
lims’ impending invasion of the Visigothic kingdom.73

In the same way that sources sympathetic to the Umayyads affirmed the 
dynasty’s Islamic credentials via genealogy, typology, prediction, foretellings, 
and prophecy— that is, through myths and symbols— Andalusi religious 
authorities endeavored to identify themselves as recipients of Islamic tradi-
tions from the prestigious tābi‘ūn (“successors” or “followers of the Proph-
et’s companions”).74  These pious warriors, members of the early Islamic 
aristocracy— the second or third generation of the Prophet Muḥammad’s im-
mediate followers— were supposedly among the earliest Muslims to  settle 
in al- Andalus, as already noted by Ibn Ḥabīb in the ninth  century. They are 
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said to have died in  battle as martyrs, with all the accompanying religious 
legitimacy that that status conveys.75 Ibn al- Faraḍī’s (d. 1013) biographical dic-
tionary of Andalusi religious scholars, Ta’rīkh ‘ulamā’ l- andalus, identifies 
five such “successors” from its vari ous sources.76

The importance that Andalusi tradition assigned the tābi‘ūn who arrived 
in the peninsula appears to have grown over time, efectively amplifying the 
religious stature of al- Andalus within Islamdom. Writing in the seventeenth 
 century, al- Maqqarī recognizes twenty- eight such individuals through his 
many dif er ent sources.77 Modern historians consider the number of tābi‘ūn 
who actually landed in the peninsula to be few in number, but they certainly 
included the redoubtable Mūsā ibn Nuṣayr, an Umayyad “client” (mawlā) and 
governor of Qayrawān, who joined the campaign and assumed leadership of 
the efort to take over al- Andalus, and Mu‘āwiya b. Ṣāliḥ (d. ca. 774), who 
was  imagined by  later tradition as having been the first scholar to introduce 
hadith to al- Andalus.78 Fi nally, the supposedly indiscriminate Andalusi prac-
tice of adopting the nisba “al- Anṣārī”  after the legendary Medinese “defend-
ers,” devoted and devout followers of the Prophet Muḥammad, provided many 
Andalusis with a distinguished and pious Islamic genealogy. The practice 
was so deeply rooted in Andalusi society and culture that it continued into 
the Naṣrid period.79

Al- Andalus: Bastion of Islamic “Orthodoxy”80

The pursuit, study, cultivation, production, transmission, and dissemination 
of knowledge (in its religious, scientific, philosophical, and aesthetic forms 
and in the power it conferred) stood at the center of classical Islamic civiliza-
tion and its Jewish subcultural adaptation.81 For Muslims and Jews, religious 
knowledge, its highest manifestation, originated in the East in the form of 
their revelation- scriptures, interpretive traditions, and resultant systems of 
holy law. Accordingly, the Islamic West found itself intellectually and spiritu-
ally dependent on the Eastern sources where the earliest figures in religious, 
scientific, and literary scholarship appeared and where the major institutions 
of Islamic (and Jewish) learning  were first founded.

The spread of Islam from the Hijāz to the Levant and North Africa 
during the seventh  century and subsequently to al- Andalus shortly  after the 
turn of the eighth stoked interest in and demand for the sacred knowledge 
of Islam (‘ ilm) from its Eastern sources, authorities, and teachers. Córdoba 
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did not begin to become a center for the study of the Islamic disciplines in 
its own right  until the mid- ninth  century. Few visitors arrived from the 
East during its first two centuries; so as an Islamic polity, al- Andalus relied 
on religious pilgrimage and travel for study. Andalusi seekers of knowledge 
(ahl al- riḥla; al- riḥla fī ṭalab al- ‘ ilm), intellectually and spiritually ambitious 
individuals, sought out teachers and established conduits of transmission 
with centers of Islamic scholarship in the East.82 Indeed, as Houari Touati 
puts it in his seminal study on the subject: “Muslim men of letters of the 
 Middle Ages  were mad for travel.”83 Numerous Andalusi scholars, accord-
ingly, traveled east in quest of knowledge, for study, and pilgrimage.84 They 
returned to their homes in the West, laden with books and bearing learn-
ing,  eager to enlighten Andalusi students and scholars with their erudition, 
scholarship, and connections.85 Extensive commercial activity across Islam-
dom reinforced the East– West channel, transmitting knowledge of sacred 
law and lore, scientific wisdom, and the texts dedicated to  these spheres of 
inquiry.86

The corpus of Islamic religious knowledge and the intellectual regimen 
and methods of study required to appreciate and make use of it eventually 
 were transferred through the movement of population from the Islamic East 
to the Islamic West during the ninth and tenth centuries, apparently cata-
lyzed by pervasive climate change, resultant food shortages, ensuing economic 
decline, and po liti cal instability, among other  factors.87 Furthermore, the 
waning of Eastern po liti cal hegemony, a complex pro cess that also involved 
religious- political tensions internal to Islamic society, occasioned the rise of 
regional urban centers throughout Islamdom, each requiring its own reli-
gious elites. The calamitous developments in the ecological and po liti cal 
economy of the Islamic East coincided with the successful application of the 
aforementioned new irrigation techniques that brought greater agricultural 
bounty to al- Andalus in the westernmost Mediterranean.88

Umayyad Córdoba thus began to draw an increased number of visitors 
from the Islamic East, including religious scholars, although none  were re-
garded among the most accomplished. This latter development did not go 
unnoticed. The “chapters” of Ibn al- Faraḍī’s biographical dictionary of reli-
gious scholars in al- Andalus are arranged alphabetically, according to first 
names. They conclude with an addendum providing information on ghurabā’ 
(“foreigners”), that is, nonnative newcomers to the Andalusi intellectual 
scene. By the early tenth  century, Córdoba also had become a magnet for 
aspiring religious scholars from other Andalusi cities and for Mālikī ‘ulamā’ 
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from Ifrīqiya, some apparently fleeing Fāṭimid persecution or authority, such 
as the renowned Ḥārith al- Khushanī (d. 971), who entered the circle of scholars 
and literati sponsored by al- Ḥakam II.89

The Islamic “genealogy” of shapers and transmitters of religious knowl-
edge and the legitimacy that it conferred figured prominently in the forma-
tion of Andalusi religious self- identification. Al- Andalus’s self- image and 
station as a bastion of Islamic religious probity and orthopraxy was predi-
cated on the nearly exclusive and continuous supremacy of its Mālikī schol-
ars, scholarship, and institutions, down to the demise of the last Andalusi 
polity at the turn of the sixteenth  century.90 Mālikī  legal practice seems to 
have been established as the preferred rite in al- Andalus during the mid- 
ninth  century emirate of al- Ḥakam I and the formation in Córdoba of a cir-
cle of Andalusi Mālikī religious intellectuals.91 During the tenth  century, 
the Umayyad caliphs formally  adopted the Mālikī madhhab as the official 
 legal tradition and practice in al- Andalus. Mālikism enjoyed implicit and ex-
plicit lines of Islamic continuity,  going back to the time of the Prophet 
Muḥammad in Medina and subsequently through the Medinese authority 
and thinker Mālik ibn Anās (d. 796).

The predominance of Mālikī scholars, scholarship, and law in al- Andalus 
served as a reassuring and efective marker of the Andalusi Sunni religious 
character. Mālikism’s firm embrace was textualized in the prominent and 
peculiarly Andalusi literary custom of recording, transmitting, and updat-
ing in biographical dictionaries the uninterrupted centuries- long chain of 
Andalusi Mālikī religious scholars. This literary convention reflected the 
significance attached to anchoring Andalusi religious tradition and 
Mālikī practice in historical continuity. Thus, Maribel Fierro notes: “Al- 
Andalus stands out in the Islamic world as the region that produced an 
uninterrupted chain of such compilations,” a practice that manages “to 
create the impression of an unbroken pedagogical pro cess ensuring the 
correct transmission of doctrines and practices . . .   whether explic itly in 
their teachings or implicitly with their biographies what the Andalusi 
‘ulamā’  were claiming was that they had been able to preserved intact the 
truest understanding of both Revelation and the example of the Prophet 
Muhammad.”92

As late as the Naṣrid period, Andalusi scholars such as Shams al- Dīn 
Muḥammad al- Rā‘ī (b. 1380) continued to hew to Mālikī tradition. More sig-
nificant, they asserted its observance as a critical sign of Andalusi Islamic 
authenticity. Al- Rā‘ī’s Intiṣār’s tribute to Mālik and the merits of his 
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followers includes the following passage on “Why the  People of the West 
Follow Mālik”:

You should know that when the Maghribis and the ‘ulamā’ of 
al- Andalus wanted to seek knowledge, they would head for the 
City of the Messenger of Allah. . . .   There they found Mālik, who 
was the most knowledgeable of the  people of his time with regard 
to the Book, the Sunna, the opinions of the Companions, qiyās, 
understanding words and their meanings, and knowing  those 
 matters on which  there was a consensus and  those about which 
 there was diference of opinion. . . .  So they took from him the 
knowledge and ‘amal [practice] of the  people of Madina and 
returned to their country, where they ousted all of the madhhabs 
of the  people of Iraq and any  others.93

The Andalusi reputation for adhering strictly and chauvinistically to Mālikī 
doctrine rapidly reached the Islamic East.94 For example, the geographer 
al- Muqaddasī famously cites conversations with “some Andalusi shaykhs” 
visiting the East who reported to him regarding the universal, absolute, 
exclusive, and unyieldingly strict Andalusi adherence to Mālikī law. The 
account clearly pre sents an embellished and hyperbolic depiction of Andalusi 
religiosity, although it is impossible to discern  whether it exaggerates An-
dalusi practice, inflates the sources, or reflects the reporter’s imagination: “if 
they learn of any Ḥanafī or Shāfi‘ī, they expel him, and if they detect any 
Mu‘tazilī or Shī‘ī or the like, they often kill them.”95 Indeed, the predomi-
nance of Mālikism in tenth- century al- Andalus meant that its society man-
aged to avoid the religious discord and division that plagued the Islamic East 
at that time.96

Recall al-Andalus’ high-standing reputation for its interconfessional 
tolerance among many modern social, religious, and cultural historians. 
The famous account of the late tenth-century Andalusi scholar Abū 
‘Umar ibn Muḥammad ibn Sa‘dī, who journeyed East in quest of learning, 
paints a diferent picture in which the conduct of interreligious discussion 
in the East eclipses the Islamic West in its religious elites’ willingness to 
negotiate diference. The report, originally preserved in al- Ḥumaydī’s (b. 
ca. 1029) biographical dictionary, relates how the pious visitor to Baghdad is 
said to have consulted with a prominent Andalusi scholar whom he encoun-
tered on his journey and to have related his experiences to another in 
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Qayrawān on his return trip. Ibn Sa‘dī supposedly was horrified to witness 
representatives of vari ous religions, denominations, theological, and intel-
lectual orientations engaged in disputations with Muslims on an equal foot-
ing in which only rational arguments  were permitted.97 This critical 
sensibility— that Andalusis did not always appreciate enlightened social prac-
tices that they discovered in the Islamic East— carried over into the Almo-
had period, as evident in Ibn Jubayr’s (b. 1145) over- the- top blanket critique 
of the Islam that he encountered in the Mashriq: “ There is no Islam except 
in the land of the West” (lā islāma illā bi- bilādi l- maghrib).98 Such regional 
diferences— real, emphatically exaggerated, or  imagined— served the pur-
poses and self- image of Andalusi po liti cal, religious, and literary elites.99

Although it recognized the sway of the Mālikī ‘ulamā’ and their 
knowledge- based social and religious power, the Umayyad state was not con-
tent to leave it to scholars and jurists alone to secure Islamic legitimacy for 
the polity of al- Andalus. Mālikī exclusivism was the perfect vehicle for ex-
pressing Andalusi diference in Islamdom as rigorously orthopraxic. Po liti-
cally speaking, the Umayyads’ strict support of Mālikī law was one of the 
bases for how they portrayed their military activity and po liti cal strug gle 
against the Ismā‘īlī Shī‘a Fāṭimids and their opposition to the supposedly 
Ḥanafī- inclined Abbasids. Their resolute investment in Mālikism also ex-
plains the impulse  behind the Umayyads’ ofensive directed against certain 
Islamic esoteric circles in al- Andalus.100

At the intersection of Islamic history and material culture, a dizzying 
array of Umayyad traditions, gestures, proj ects, and practices was designed 
to reinforce the aura of the dynasty’s Islamic legitimacy before the Andalusi 
public and to onlookers abroad. Consider the following roster of expressive 
acts in the form of the testimony of material culture. Around the time of 
the declaration of the caliphate in 929, the Umayyad state commenced mint-
ing gold dinar, a more than symbolic prerogative of their righ teous author-
ity to rule.101 So, too, the legendary bloodstained ‘Uthmānic Quranic codex 
(muṣḥaf ) found its way to al- Andalus by “miraculous journey.” It was stored 
in the  Great Mosque of Córdoba, whose new ornate miḥrāb- maqṣūra com-
plex during the caliphate is thought to have functioned as the “architectural 
reliquary” for the artifact.102 This congregational mosque was originally com-
pleted in 786–787, enlarged during the second quarter of the ninth  century, 
and then three times during the tenth  century, in order to accommodate 
the ever- growing community of Andalusi Muslims. Its imposing dimensions 
 were so  grand that al- Rāzī (apud al- Maqqarī) described it as “the largest in 
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the world.”103 The mosque was rededicated in 965  under al- Ḥakam II as a 
testament to the Umayyads’ triumph and served as “an iconographic image” 
of the layout of the Prophet’s mosque in Medina.104 Furthermore, the new 
movable minbar in Córdoba’s congregational mosque was specifically designed 
to evoke the Prophet Muḥammad’s own pulpit in Medina.105 Fi nally, the 
Umayyad caliphs’ use of specific symbolic prophetic colors— green and red— 
for their building and decorations, military tents, and flags  were calculated 
to conjure the figure of Muḥammad and their association with him.106  These 
many per for mances, maneuvers, practices, and procedures— “resorting to 
 every means at their disposal,” in the words of Maribel Fierro— represent a 
deliberate and concerted efort to link Córdoba and the Umayyads with  
Medina and the Prophet Muḥammad: they served related ideological and 
legitimizing functions as vis i ble signs of the Islamic rightfulness of the 
Umayyads’ restoration for the entire community and visitors to gaze upon 
and for  others to hear about via oral and written testimony.107

The vocabulary of Islamic legitimacy predicted on “the sanctity of im-
memorial tradition” and religious and po liti cal charismatic leadership in the 
senses introduced by Weber was also inscribed in Umayyad court poetry, such 
as Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi’s aforementioned historical epic poem;108 in the pro-
duction of ceremonial panegyrics addressed to the Umayyad caliphs;109 in 
the decoration and calligraphy on ivory caskets and other luxury commodi-
ties commissioned at court;110 in public gestures and protocols such as ‘Īd 
cele brations and the per for mance of rituals of allegiance to the caliph 
al- Ḥakam II as head of the community of Muslims, recorded in detail by 
official historiographers ‘Isā al- Rāzī and Ibn Ḥayyān (as preserved by al- 
Maqqarī);111 in the Umayyads’ architectural patronage of suburban villa- 
estates (Ar., munya; pl., munan or munyāt) and inclusion of them as sites for 
civic pro cessions;112 in the Umayyads’ extensive patronage of scientific and 
Islamic religious scholarship, including biographical dictionaries of Mālikī 
religious scholars and their practice of extending of invitations to scholars 
from the Islamic East such as the eminent Arabic grammarian and philolo-
gist Abū ‘Alī Ismā‘īl al- Qālī (d. 967) to come from Baghdad to Córdoba, where 
he taught al- Zubaydī, the famous Andalusi scholar from Seville;113 in the 
framing as jihad of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III’s campaigns against the Christian 
kingdoms to the north and his expansionist ambitions in North Africa to 
the south, for which he earned the laqab (sobriquet) al- Nāṣir li- dīn allāh (De-
fender of the [True] Religion of God); in the Umayyads’ monumental build-
ing proj ects, especially the expansion of the aforementioned Friday  Great 
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Mosque and construction of the caliphal palace city Madīnat al- Zahrā’ on 
the outskirts of Córdoba (construction beginning in 936);114 and in al- Ḥakam 
II’s establishment of the fabled imperial caliphal library on a previously un-
heard-of scale. This legitimacy- striving caliph earned the reputation as an 
uncommonly intellectual ruler: al- Khushanī reported that al- Ḥakam II “con-
ceived the excellent plan of initiating the study of history [and] the knowl-
edge of genealogies, and he wished for the merits of the ancestors to be 
published.”115

All the highlighted practices and gestures signal the Umayyads’ ambi-
tious purpose to identify al- Andalus as a po liti cal, religious, and cultural 
center of Islam, notwithstanding its location on the western frontier of 
Islamdom.  Here is how Fierro keenly puts it: “If al- Andalus was on the pe-
riphery of the Islamic world and its caliph did not rule over the Holy Places 
of Islam (Mecca and Medina),  these shortcomings  were compensated for by 
the fact that al- Andalus safeguarded the Medinese  legal practice that repre-
sented orthodoxy. Given that the Umayyads  were the legitimate inheritors 
of the Messenger of God, it was as if the Prophet himself ruled over 
 al- Andalus.”116

Islamic Legitimacy and the Trope  
of Andalusi Exceptionalism

For two centuries before ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III declared it a caliphate, the An-
dalusi Umayyad emirate persevered as an outlying Islamic polity on the 
western edge of Islamdom, far removed from the central Islamic lands. By 
necessity and design, the Umayyad emirs charted a pseudo- independent 
course for al- Andalus: it was po liti cally disconnected from the Abbasid ca-
liphate while eco nom ically and culturally integrated with the rest of Islam-
dom through trans- Mediterranean trade networks and by language and 
religion. At the same time, paradoxically, al- Andalus would appear to its 
inhabitants and to outsiders as somewhat apart and seemingly dif er ent, 
largely on account of its geo graph i cal position, its supposed isolation, its 
peculiar history and society, and its proximity to Christendom. Andalusi 
religious scholars relied upon authorities in Qayrawān, Cairo, and the Hijāz 
for acquiring Islamic knowledge and obtaining books. Their need to turn to 
outsiders for such purposes reinforced the hierarchical order that the po liti-
cal geography of Islam imposed, in which the East inhabited the center and 
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al- Andalus the periphery of Islamdom, Islamic history, and Islamic society. 
Andalusi dependence on Eastern centers of learning and their sages meant 
that Andalusi religious intellectuals accepted the authority implied by East-
ern control of knowledge and of Islamic cultural and symbolic capital.117

Acquisition of sacred knowledge, with its incommensurate Islamic value, 
brought implicit Andalusi recognition of the power of  those from whom it 
was obtained.  Those who originally produced, possessed, and transmitted 
it— the ‘ulamā’ from the eastern lands of Islamdom— functioned as the au-
then tic religious heirs of the Prophet and genuine guardians of his legacy in 
the knowledge and piety- based “genealogy” of Sunni Islam. This power ful 
intersection of the politics of geography and of knowledge production loomed 
large and was absorbed into the consciousness of Andalusi po liti cal, religious, 
and literary elites. Tenth- century Umayyad ideology and propaganda and the 
supremacy, if not exclusivity, enjoyed by Mālikī ‘ulamā’ in Andalusi Islam 
represented first responses to cope with and transcend the anomalous socio-
historical and sociocultural condition of Andalusi otherness.

The ideas, ideology, practices, per for mances, and productions sketched 
in this chapter are conventionally understood as expressly designed to con-
fer incontestable Islamic legitimacy on the Umayyad Andalusi caliphs, their 
realm, and the unassailable Islamic authority of Andalusi Mālikī religious 
scholars. They  were indeed legitimacy- seeking, constructing, conferring, and 
affirming myths, symbols, and signs in the political- religious sense shared 
by  every Islamic polity.118 However, the vocabulary of Islamic legitimacy was 
uniquely exigent for Andalusi po liti cal, religious, literary, and scientific elites. 
 These players  were also always concerned with and anxious about the 
 legitimacy specific to al- Andalus— not only in complex counterpoint to the 
Fāṭimids and Abbasids, as commonly thought, but regarding the authentic-
ity of Islam in al- Andalus, the legitimacy of al- Andalus itself as an Islamic 
polity, and the value of the Andalusis’ intellectual achievements and literary 
artistry.

The Umayyads responded to the Andalusi condition dictated by geog-
raphy and history by asserting the Islamic legitimacy of their own religious 
and po liti cal aspirations. They developed an intricate system of defensive dis-
cursive and symbolic eforts of re sis tance to the conventional Islamic geo-
graphic paradigm, inverting its repre sen ta tion and overturning the dominant 
po liti cal hierarchy. In so  doing, the Umayyad used precisely the same con-
ceptual, discursive, and performative tools— genealogy, orthopraxy, and sym-
bolic gestures to providential Islamic history—on behalf of the “normative” 
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model of Islam and Islamdom viewed from the East.119 They increasingly took 
the literary form of representing al- Andalus as a place of significance in Is-
lam rather than a place defined by its  imagined isolation, diference, and sup-
posed marginality. Accordingly, we can trace the textual origins of the idea 
of al- Andalus as a culturally distinct, ambitious, and legitimately essential 
and central place in Islamdom to that historical moment in which an idio-
syncratic Andalusi religious and po liti cal self- image was constructed and pro-
mulgated and its power articulated. It would evolve into the full- fledged 
trope of Andalusi exceptionalism during the eleventh  century, when Anda-
lusi religious and literary intellectuals would build upon the Umayyad leg-
acy. The history of the trope signals how Andalusi self- consciousness of 
religious, po liti cal, and cultural otherness was inverted to become a care-
fully crafted expression of Andalusi self- esteem and exceptionalism.



C h a p t e r   2

Without al- Andalus,  There Would 
Be No Sefarad

The Origins of Sefardi Exceptionalism

Sefarad is al- Andalus in the Arabs’ language.
— Moses ibn Ezra

 Every king  trembles  
and descends from his throne and dispatches tributes  
to him in Sefarad.

— Dūnash ben Labrāṭ

Judaism and the Jews, whose very names are determined etymologically by 
ties of memory to a par tic u lar place (Judea), embraced the concept of dias-
pora out of po liti cal, religious, and historical necessity. Following the exile 
of Judean elites to Babylonia in 587–586 bce, the idea of diaspora became 
enmeshed in a complex bundle of remembered and  imagined experiences, 
along with decidedly ahistorical aspirations such as redemption and return. 
Scattering, dispersal (Ezek. 36:19: “I scattered them among the nations, 
and they  were dispersed through the countries”), and recuperation (Ezek. 
36:24: “I  will take you from among the nations and gather you from all the 
countries, and I  will bring you back to your own land”)  were already in-
scribed as tropes in biblical lit er a ture of the First Exile. Diaspora thus be-
came a critical feature of the dialectic of Jewish history in that it described 
the current state of the Jews’ dispersion and sense of rupture with a past 
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“pristine age” yet reinforced their expectation and hope that it was des-
tined to come to an end with the “ingathering of the exiles.” Jews of very 
dif er ent literary, intellectual, and spiritual orientations produced what Es-
ther Benbassa calls a “liturgization of sufering” and treated exile/diaspora 
as the pivotal trope of Jewish experience.1  Needless to say, the Jews’ notion 
of diaspora represented a fundamentally dif er ent conceptualization of space 
and place from the Muslims’ “Dār al- Islām” (Islamdom). How, exactly, did 
Jewish social, religious, and literary elites of tenth- century al- Andalus 
negotiate this complex theme of Jewish life, history, and thought, even 
as they grappled with the sense that, like their Andalusi Muslim neighbors, 
they inhabited the periphery while the Jews of the Islamic East occupied 
the center?

It is not an accident that the place the Jews called “Sefarad,” in Hebrew, 
came of age as an independent- minded, significant site of Jewish society and 
culture at the same historical moment as Islamic al- Andalus.2 Although it 
was neither urgent nor even necessary since, unlike as with the Umayyads, 
no po liti cal legitimacy was at stake, Jewish elites took advantage of the fa-
vorable conditions created by the consolidation of Umayyad authority and 
the relative security of their place in the dynamic po liti cal economy and so-
ciety of tenth- century al- Andalus. It is a sign of the fullness of their social 
and cultural integration in Islamic al- Andalus that they began to think of 
and assert themselves as inhabitants of something far greater than a provin-
cial center, just as the power of the ecumenical rabbinic authorities in Bagh-
dad showed signs of declining.

As observed in Chapter  1, the tenth  century brought substantial 
changes to the demography and po liti cal economy of al- Andalus. Its small 
but decidedly urbanized Jewish community never amounted to a numeri-
cally significant percentage of the overall population but was demograph-
ically concentrated in major cities and larger towns.3 Freedom of movement 
from al- Andalus to the Maghrib, Ifrīqiya, and the Islamic East and the 
economic prosperity of the Umayyad state and society  were  factors in the 
formation of an ambitious, influential, and interrelated class of Andalusi 
Jewish courtiers, Mediterranean traders, and religious and literary intellec-
tual elites.4 They famously conjured and evinced communal and personal 
aspirations without parallel in Jewish history; and they established new in-
stitutions and traditions, pursued original cultural ventures, and produced 
innovative forms of expression, all of which left a lasting impression of their 
unique place in Jewish history.
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Construction of a distinct Andalusi Jewishness also required a foil— 
namely, the Jewish communities of Eastern lands, against which Andalusi 
Jewish society, culture, and authority could be mea sured and defined, al-
though not nearly to the extent of their Andalusi Muslim counter parts’ 
strug gle to achieve recognition in relation to the Islamic East. In the tenth 
 century, Umayyad al- Andalus, Islamic and Jewish, found itself in a sufficiently 
in de pen dent position to imagine itself in competition or on an equal par with 
the East in terms of political- communal significance, religious stature, and, 
eventually, cultural standing. Let us first sketch the cultural history of the 
Jews of Hispania and al- Andalus up to the Umayyad caliphal age and then 
scrutinize the origins of the Andalusi Jews’ emergent sense of Sefardi ex-
ceptionalism in the tenth  century. Then we  will turn to probing the sociopo-
liti cal work that this discursive trope accomplished for them.

Archaeological evidence of Jewish life in Roman Hispania dates to late 
antiquity in the form of inscriptions (a few trilingual in Greek, Latin, and 
Hebrew) on artifacts such as troughs and tombstones and considerable lit-
erary testimony from Latin sources regarding the Jews of Visigothic His-
pania. Yet very  little is known with any degree of reliability regarding the 
supposedly well- established community of the Jews of the Iberian Peninsula 
prior to tenth- century al- Andalus.5 For our purposes, it is simply uncertain 
and arguably unlikely  whether the Jews of Roman or Visigothic Hispania 
maintained any informal contact with the Palestinian rabbinical acad emy (ye-
shiva) that served as the authoritative center in  matters of sacred law and 
custom for Jews of Roman- Byzantine lands from late antiquity into the early 
 Middle Ages.6

Rabbinic tradition identified the extension of Eastern geonic authority 
over the Jews of al- Andalus with the spread of Islamic rule over most of the 
Iberian Peninsula in the eighth  century.7 Specifically, the arrival from Iraq 
(ca. 722) of the exilarch (nasi) Naṭrūnai bar Ḥaninai (or Ḥavivai) is said to 
mark a turning point: Naṭrūnai fled to the Maghrib  after he was deposed in a 
dispute with the gaon of the Pumbedita acad emy.8 According to a slightly 
later Sefardi legend- cum-tradition transmitted by Judah ben Barzillai al-Bar-
geloni, Naṭrūnai is said to have introduced the authoritative Babylonian Tal-
mud and its study to the Jews of al- Andalus: “and he is the one who wrote the 
Talmud for the Sefardi Jews, from memory, not from a written text.”9 Thanks 
to Naṭrūnai’s scribal and pedagogical eforts, the Jews of al- Andalus are said 
to have shifted their primary allegiance from the Palestinian geonim to the 
Iraqi Jewish rabbinic authorities. As evident in ninth- century correspondence 
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from the Cairo Geniza, the Jews of al- Andalus would henceforth follow the 
traditions taught and circulated by the two rabbinical academies and their 
leaders in Baghdad. Theoretically, they would defer to Eastern geonic author-
ity in  matters of Jewish law, tradition, and culture.10

Abraham ibn Daud, the mid- twelfth- century Andalusi Jewish intellec-
tual who relocated to Castilian Toledo, was instrumental in shaping the way 
in which Sefarad would be viewed as the successor to the traditional centers 
of Jewish life and lore in the East.11 Sefer ha- qabbalah (The Book of Tradi-
tion) implicitly regards Sefarad and its Jews as central to the unfolding drama 
of Jewish history,  going all the way back to the first  century: “when Titus 
empowered Jerusalem, his lieutenant in charge of Spain request of him to 
send him some nobles of Jerusalem.”12 Then  there is Sefer ha- qabbalah’s quiz-
zical assertion that,  after the destruction of the Second  Temple, “the mas-
tery of the Talmud now rested [exclusively] in Spain.”13 Modern Jewish 
historiography followed Sefer ha- qabbalah and linked the emergence of Jew-
ish elites in al- Andalus to the decline of the East and interpreted the rise of 
North Africa and al- Andalus as autonomous regional centers of Jewish life 
as a break with the fading centralized geonic authority in the East.14 Draw-
ing on newly discovered documentary and literary material from the Cairo 
Geniza, Menahem Ben- Sasson noted prob lems with the conclusions espoused 
by Salo Baron and Gerson Cohen, among  others, and painted a more com-
plex picture of intercommunal developments between the Eastern centers in 
Palestine and Iraq and the farthest- flung Jewish diaspora communities. It 
seems likely that the Jewish communities of the Islamic West  were never 
bound by absolute fidelity to Eastern geonic authority partly  because they 
lay outside the confines of the four traditional realms divided among the 
Babylonian and Palestinian academies and the exilarch. Rather, the Jews of 
the Maghrib and al- Andalus sought engagement with or expressed allegiance 
to Jewish ecumenical and rabbinic leaders and institutions in the East for 
their own purposes and, conversely,  were courted for their allegiance and fi-
nancial support.15 Indeed, the Qayrawānī rabbis’ relationship with the East-
ern geonim was complex and decidedly ambiguous at times. While the North 
Africans  were highly deferential in their correspondence with the geonim, 
in practice they  were selective in their  actual application of geonic rulings, 
preferring to consult on  legal princi ples and on textual issues in the Babylo-
nian Talmud while diverging from geonic epistemology.  After dissemination 
of the Talmud in written form, the Qayrawānī rabbis increasingly derived 
applied law on their own from its text and their traditions.16
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Information yielded by the documents of the Cairo Geniza indicates that 
the Jewish communities of the Maghrib and, presumably, al- Andalus main-
tained a formal affiliation with the Iraqi rabbinical academies and their lead-
ers. Yet the Westerners still cultivated a secondary, informal relationship 
with the geo graph i cally more proximate Palestinian acad emy, partly on ac-
count of Maghribi synagogues in Egypt and Palestine that fell within the 
orbit of the yeshiva and geonim  there.17 So, too, economic opportunity and 
commercial activity across the Islamic Mediterranean and Levant in what 
has been called a “closely knit trading area” created a network of business 
and social relationships involving Jews from West and East and including 
representatives from each of the tripartite (Babylonian, Palestinian, Karaite) 
congregations, especially in Fāṭimid Cairo.18 The fluidity of this commercial 
network was further reinforced by the movement of population from east to 
west and from west to east, whereby Andalusis and Maghribis, including 
Jews, could be found in virtually  every urban center of classical Islamdom. 
In any case, the primary intercommunal affiliation with the historically as-
cendant Iraqi academies had profound consequences for religious and literary 
scholarship and the cultural life of the Jews of al- Andalus.

Like Umayyad al- Andalus and its Andalusi Muslim religious and liter-
ary intellectuals who depended upon Eastern sources of knowledge, the 
transformative cultural developments of mid- tenth- century Jewish al- Andalus 
that accompanied and justified the first inkling of Andalusi Jewish excep-
tionalism  were preceded by, and would scarcely have been pos si ble without, 
the vibrant intellectual activity among the Jews of ninth-  and early tenth- 
century Iraq. From Moritz Steinschneider to Salo Baron, Eliyahu Ashtor and 
S. D. Goitein, scholars of Jewish history have long recognized the multifac-
eted communal, religious, and literary activities of Sa‘adia Gaon, a native of 
Egypt drawn to the centers of rabbinic scholarship in Baghdad at the turn 
of the tenth  century, as setting the stage and laying the intellectual foun-
dation for the blossoming and thriving of Judeo- Arabic culture, in gen-
eral, and for subsequent developments in Golden Age Jewish al- Andalus, in 
par tic u lar.19 For instance, scholars cite the twelfth- century polymath Abra-
ham ibn Ezra’s (b. ca. 1089– d. ca. 1167) homage to his pre de ces sors in Hebrew 
grammatical studies. He famously appreciated Sa‘adia using a Talmudic des-
ignation as “the foremost speaker in  every area” or alternatively understood 
as “foremost speculative theologian” in loan translation from the Arabic mu-
takallim [ro’sh ha- medabbrim be- khol maqom].20 Nevertheless, Andalusi Jewish 
sources themselves do not fully credit Sa‘adia for their cultural awakening in 
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general, but rather they acknowledge his specific insights, traditions, and 
accomplishments.

Sa‘adia was indeed a seminal and innovating Rabbanite figure who ex-
plored the latest Arabo- Islamic modes of inquiry and tested the entire range 
of new literary genres, including biblical Hebrew grammar and philology, 
linguistic- literary and stylistically sensitive biblical translation, rational ex-
egesis and linear commentary, communal polemic, halakhic monographs, 
Hebrew poetics, and systematic speculative theology that Jewish literary in-
tellectuals absorbed from Arabo- Islamic culture.21 His rabbinic authority as 
head of the Sura acad emy and his unimpeachable religious credentials  were 
undeniably critical in transforming Jewish intellectual and cultural life  under 
Islam. However, Sa‘adia had pre de ces sors, partners, and competitors in each 
of  these ventures.  Until relatively recently, the conventional historical nar-
rative tended to neglect or downplay the significant, even essential, contri-
bution of Karaite thinkers and scholars in shaping the new Jewish intellectual 
agenda. For example, a generation before Sa‘adia, the idiosyncratic and pre-
sumed Karaite Dāwūd ibn Marwān al- Muqammaṣ, author of ‘Ishrūn maqāla 
(Twenty Chapters), appears to have been the first to compose a work of Jew-
ish theology.22 The ninth- century Karaite thinker, biblical exegete, and com-
munal leader Daniel al- Qūmisī, who wrote in Hebrew and added Arabic 
glosses, followed shortly  after Muqammaṣ, by most accounts.23

Aside from their critical role in establishing the new disciplines of dialec-
tical theology and biblical exegesis and initiating the literary genres associated 
with  these discourses, tenth-  and eleventh- century Karaite religious intellec-
tuals centered in Jerusalem, such as Abū Ya‘qūb Yūsuf ibn Nūḥ and his stu-
dent Abū l- Faraj Hārūn ibn al- Faraj, contributed mightily to the new field of 
Hebrew philological research.24 Their importance was such that the latter is 
apparently mentioned favorably, although not identified, by the aforementioned 
Andalusi Rabbanite grammarian, exegete, scientist, and poet Abraham ibn 
Ezra.25 In sum, the intellectual and cultural history of the Jews of classical Is-
lam currently draws ever closer attention to the critical role that Karaite Jewish 
religious intellectuals played in the Islamic East before, alongside, and in com-
petition with Sa‘adia Gaon in stimulating the development of Arabic- inspired 
literary models in a new Jewish literary system and in placing systematic inquiry 
into the linguistic, stylistic, aesthetic, and theological facets of the Hebrew 
Bible at the center of Jewish culture in the lands of Islam.26

Typically, the perspective of Jewish social and literary history on the in-
tellectual life of this period moves rapidly from early tenth- century Baghdad 
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to the Andalusi awakening in mid- tenth- century Córdoba; a cursory nod is 
given to the Maghrib as the natu ral geo graph i cal intermediary in the pro-
cess.27 Indeed, Andalusi Jewish tradition and its projection of exceptional-
ism encouraged such a view. Abraham ibn Daud’s report of the exilarch 
Ḥezekiah ben David’s two sons “who fled to Sefarad” in the eleventh  century 
( because of internecine po liti cal intrigue in which their  father was deposed 
from office) signals the symbolic relocation of religious and communal- 
political authority from Iraq to al- Andalus.28 However, this prevailing tra-
ditional narrative of Jewish intellectual history insufficiently appreciates and 
overlooks, if not erases, the critically significant role that North Africa played 
in the transmission of Eastern cultural models, values, forms, and genres to 
al- Andalus as well as the deep socioreligious and cultural association between 
the Maghrib and al- Andalus throughout the classical age of Islam. The per-
sis tent narrative thereby follows and reinforces the notion of eastern center 
and western periphery that pervades scholarship on the relationship between 
the Islamic East and the Islamic West for Muslims and Jews alike. In so 
 doing, this still- conventional paradigm diminishes the in de pen dent cultural 
creativity charted and often shared by the Maghrib and al- Andalus for mi-
nority as well as majority religious communities.

In de pen dent Jewish literary and religious intellectual activity appeared 
in North Africa in the form of “the sages of Qayrawān” two generations be-
fore it emerged in al- Andalus. Qayrawān obligingly continued to give the 
impression of remaining within the formal orbit of the Iraqi academies and 
the authority of their territorial heads and ecumenical religious- intellectual 
leaders, as attested in a Judeo- Arabic text (among other sources) written ap-
parently for a tenth- century Maghribi audience. Attributed to Nathan the 
Babylonian, the famous “report” narrates an idealized picture of the domain 
and authority of the figure of the exilarch in Iraq.29 At the same time, early 
tenth- century figures such as Isaac Israeli (Isḥāq ibn Sulaymān; b. ca. 855), a 
thinker originally from Egypt and Fāṭimid court physician in Qayrawān who 
corresponded with Sa‘adia Gaon on philosophical  matters,30 along with Isaac’s 
student Dūnash ibn Tamīm (fl. turn of the tenth  century), a physician, sci-
entist, jurist, and philologist, charted a relatively in de pen dent course in de-
voting themselves to the new systematic religious thinking. Ibn Tamīm, who 
shared his teacher’s Neoplatonism, authored a linguistic- philosophical com-
mentary on the mystical treatise Sefer yeṣirah (Book of Creation).31 Sa‘adia had 
appropriated Mu‘tazilite kalām (scholastic theology), with its emphasis on 
God’s oneness, justice, and  human  free  will, for Jewish purposes. He followed 
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that school’s approach to the prob lems common to mono the istic theology of 
reconciling the canons of reason and revelation and defining divine attributes 
in accordance with God’s absolute oneness.32 In any case, Israeli and Ibn 
Tamīm’s activities established North Africa as a conduit for transmitting 
religious thinking from the Islamic East to al- Andalus. The nexus is evidenced 
in the works of the first Andalusi Jewish thinker, the poet Solomon ibn 
Gabirol (b. ca. 1021), and subsequently the rabbinic scholar, poet, and phi-
los o pher Joseph ibn Ṣaddīq (d. 1149), among  others.33

 Because of the importance that Muslims attached to Arabic, and Jews 
to Hebrew, as the revered language of their divine revelations, the discipline 
of philology became a critical enterprise for religious and literary intellectu-
als. Their research in this study became central to rational biblical herme-
neutics,  legal studies, rational theology, and poetics. On the philological 
front, Judah ibn Quraysh (fl. early tenth  century), a native of Sijilmassa, lived 
in Tāhert (present- day Algeria) and subsequently Fez. Ibn Quraysh wrote 
the first systematic work of comparative Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic gram-
mar in the form of an epistle to the Jews of Fez.34 David ben Abraham al- 
Fāsī, a Karaite who apparently resided or worked in Fez and eventually 
Jerusalem, compiled the first Hebrew- Arabic lexicon of the Hebrew Bible, 
Jāmi‘ l- alfāẓ.35 The evolution of Hebrew philological research conducted in 
Arabic and the specific comparative issues that it dealt with and debated need 
not concern us  here.36 What  matters is the critical role that Maghribi Jew-
ish scholars played as intermediaries between the Islamic East and West and 
as innovators in their own right. They paved the way for their successors in 
al- Andalus to develop a full program of Arabic- inspired philological activity 
applied to the study of biblical Hebrew.

It is doubtlessly significant that two of the earliest impor tant literary 
intellectuals of tenth- century al- Andalus, the poet and philologist Dūnash 
ben Labrāṭ (ca. 920–990) and the grammarian Judah Ḥayyūj (d. before 
1013),  were natives of Fez.37 Dūnash arrived in Córdoba by way of Baghdad, 
where he had the opportunity to absorb and reflect upon the literary and 
religious significance that Sa‘adia Gaon attributed to the notions of al- 
‘arabiyya, the singular literary- stylistic properties of classical Arabic, and 
faṣāḥa, elegant linguistic clarity (Heb., ṣaḥot), applying them to biblical 
Hebrew with what  were deemed its own unique, sacred, and divine aesthetic- 
literary qualities.38 Historical scholarship credits Dūnash with two major 
literary innovations: devising a scheme for adapting the complex system of 
classical Arabic prosody and its quantitative meters to biblical Hebrew 
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(concerning which, Sa‘adia is said to have exclaimed: “nothing like it has 
ever been seen in Israel”),39 along with introducing the Arabic- style qaṣīda 
themes to Hebrew verse, including social motifs aside from the panegyric 
attested in al- Andalus before him. Following Ibn Quraysh’s example, 
Dūnash was also drawn to recognizing the similarities between Arabic and 
Hebrew and to applying this knowledge to biblical Hebrew philology, with 
significant implications for biblical exegesis. This efort, composed in the 
form of critical responses to entries in the Hebrew- Hebrew biblical lexicon 
(Sefer ha- pitronim, known commonly as Maḥberet menaḥem) of his rival 
Menaḥem ibn Sarūq,40 stimulated vigorous debate in al- Andalus about 
the value of comparative philology for the proper understanding of the 
Hebrew Bible.41

Nevertheless, Andalusi tradition barely acknowledges Dūnash as a trans-
formative figure of such historical significance. The second generation of 
poets pays Dūnash his historical due,42 but  later authors who addressed as-
pects of the cultural history of the Jews of al- Andalus, Moses ibn Ezra and 
Judah al- Ḥarizi, assign Dūnash a relatively minor, rather than groundbreak-
ing, role in the making of Andalusi Jewish culture.43 Abraham ibn Daud’s 
sketch of Andalusi Hebrew poets in Sefer ha- qabbalah does not even men-
tion Dūnash at all, as it famously reports that “in the days of R. Ḥasdai the 
Nasi the poets began to chirp.”44

Dūnash’s rival Menaḥem ibn Sarūq, along with his followers such as 
Isaac ibn Qapron and Isaac ibn Giqaṭilla, left a literary rec ord of con temporary 
responses to Dūnash’s philological and poetic innovations. They read his 
writings on comparative Semitic philology, his Arabic- style Hebrew pros-
ody, and novel Arabic- style Hebrew social verse as edgy, baleful rejections of 
the proud state (in their view) of Andalusi Jewish culture prior to his arrival 
from the East. That is, they construed Dūnash’s innovations as a frontal as-
sault on their social and intellectual standing. Accordingly, they vocifer-
ously denounced him in lengthy obloquies:

Do not think it is on account of Menaḥem and his [Book of ] 
Interpretations I have spoken so far. Rather it is on account of the 
wickedness in your heart and the foolishness of your writings and 
 because of your haughty heart and your blurting mouth, imagin-
ing that the sages and savants of Sefarad are mindless and devoid 
of wisdom, your acting as though they did not even exist, paying 
them no attention and saying that “ there are none among them 
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who can understand my words and respond to me,” and comparing 
them to the Philistines who “saw that their champion was dead 
and fled,” thinking that in slaying Menaḥem the standards of the 
rest of the scholars of Sefarad would be reduced to waste, and they 
would flee and hide. Thus I have filled myself with words, for you 
have stirred the spirit within me to nullify your thoughts so that 
you realize that  there are in Sefarad  those who have attained 
wisdom and men of intellect.45

Indeed, Dūnash seems to have thought of al- Andalus as a cultural backwa-
ter prior to his appearance on the scene. In “Le- doresh ha- ḥakhamot,” the 
second of two introductory poems to Dūnash’s detailed critique of Menaḥem’s 
biblical lexicon, the poet ridicules the “sages of Sefarad,” namely, Menaḥem’s 
disciples, whom he  will set straight and enlighten with his more informed 
discourse:

Therefore must I
send him my words,
 my poems and discourses
 instead of gifts
In verse and prose
like the fallen dew
 on the heart of the “sages” of Sefarad
for all generations.
With an open refutation
inflamed to its core
 against one who brought ruin
 to the hearts of humanity.46

 There is a double irony involved in Dūnash’s decidedly unenthusiastic im-
pression of the Andalusi Jewish culture as Menaḥem practiced it, Dūnash’s 
pioneering work in Hebrew philology, prosody and poetry, and the negative 
local reception of it. Social and literary history, if not tradition, would claim 
him as a founding figure of Andalusi Hebrew culture; and the forward- 
looking, Arabic- inspired innovations that Dūnash introduced in the Islamic 
West  were never welcomed and  adopted quite as fully when they  were ex-
ported back to the Jews of the Islamic East.  There, by comparison, Jewish 
society remained faithfully conservative in its approach to Hebrew philological 
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research, to Hebrew poetics, and, especially, in its literary tastes, which 
strongly preferred liturgical over social compositions.47

In a gesture  toward the enduring trope of Andalusi exceptionalism in 
modern scholarship, Aron Dotan attributes Dūnash’s resourceful and bold 
application of Arabic philology (and, one should add, poetics) to the spe-
cifically Andalusi milieu: “This could happen in tenth-  and eleventh- century 
Spain, where Islam and Judaism, and consequently Arabic and Hebrew cul-
tures, managed a peaceful coexistence, and the prevailing Moslem superior-
ity was not felt as a threat. In the East this was not so. But in Spain, with 
its atmosphere of reconciliation, it was pos si ble.”48 By contrast, Jonathan Ray 
follows Gerson Cohen in reading this formative period in the social history 
of the Jews of al- Andalus as defined by a series of po liti cal strug gles between 
native Andalusis and outsiders.49 In this interpretation of the story of Ḥasdai 
ibn Shaprūṭ and his competing circles of literary and religious intellectuals— 
what Ray dubs the “nativist party”— Menaḥem ibn Sarūq and his disciples 
and Joseph ibn Abītūr (b. ca. 939– d.  after 1012) from Mérida, a candidate to 
head the rabbinic acad emy of Córdoba following the death of R. Moses, are 
deeply resentful of the encroachment of “foreigners” on the prerogatives and 
position of the Andalusi Jewish community’s own notables and scholars. Re-
garding  these episodes, Ray keenly observes: “What has not been empha-
sized is that  these intellectual ties to eastern institutions also have impor tant 
sociopo liti cal corollaries.”50 In other words, the substantive philosophical de-
bates over the merits of comparative philology and legitimacy of Arabic- style 
Hebrew verse and poetics  were also transactional strug gles over cultural 
capital with winners and losers in the politics of an emergent elite Andalusi 
Jewish society.

Ironically, the quin tes sen tial leader of the Andalusi Jewish community 
during the Umayyad age, Ḥasdai, appears to have sided uniformly with the 
so- called outsiders’ party against his fellow Andalusis, perhaps on account 
of his admiration for, and his reputedly close relationship with, Sa‘adia Gaon, 
memorialized in Dūnash’s panegyrics.51 In circumstances that remain un-
clear, Ḥasdai dismissed Ibn Sarūq from his ser vice in  favor of Dūnash, and 
he single- handedly championed the Italian Rabbi Moses ben Ḥanokh’s ap-
pointment to head the new Andalusi Jewish school of advanced rabbinic stud-
ies.52  Those who opposed Ḥasdai in luring, recruiting, and welcoming 
talent from abroad  were, in efect, resisting his determined program to turn 
Córdoba and Jewish al- Andalus into an in de pen dent center of Jewish life on 
a plane with, or as rival to, the traditional rabbinic centers in the Islamic 
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East, in similar fashion to what ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III and al- Ḥakam II did 
for Islamic al- Andalus. Ray attributes the Andalusi Jewish oligarchy’s defi-
ance of Ḥasdai as mirroring the Andalusi Muslims’ own provincial sensi-
bilities and as an indication of the extent of their common Andalusi moorings. 
By contrast, leaders of each religious community understood that to set al- 
Andalus and Sefarad on a truly autonomous footing and enhance their sta-
tus in Islamdom and among the disparate Jewish communities west to east, 
respectively, required ambitious plans,  grand plays, and bold displays.

Judah Ḥayyūj, who introduced to al- Andalus the practice of writing in 
Arabic about biblical Hebrew pioneered by Sa‘adia and Ibn Quraysh, also 
came to be viewed by scholars as a founding figure of Golden Age culture—
in this case, of the Andalusi school of Hebrew philological research.53 In his 
aforementioned roster of impor tant Hebrew grammarians, Abraham ibn Ezra 
lavishes high praise for Judah’s preeminent place in their ranks (rav ‘al kol 
ḥoshvei maḥshavot).54 Ḥayyūj drew upon a deep knowledge of recent develop-
ments in Arabic philological and grammatical studies (such as the works of 
Sībawayhī and al- Khalīl) to advance the notion of the Hebrew trilateral root 
that inexplicably had gone unnoticed (or, more likely, unexplored or uncom-
mented upon) by previous comparatists.55 Ḥayyūj’s work also supplied the 
necessary Arabic grammatical terminology that would henceforth be used 
to describe the be hav ior of biblical Hebrew.

Before the end of the  century, Isaac ibn Khalfūn, an early and impor-
tant professional poet, was  either drawn to al- Andalus from North Africa or 
born in al- Andalus to a recent immigrant from the Maghrib.56 The first truly 
itinerant Hebrew poet,57 Ibn Khalfūn, subsequently departed al- Andalus for 
North Africa. Most Andalusi Jewish religious and literary intellectuals re-
mained in close contact with their counter parts in North Africa, as evidenced 
by letters and lyr ics by Samuel the Nagid and Judah Halevi, among  others 
(discussed in Chapter 4).58 In North Africa and in the Islamic East, literary 
works by Andalusi Jews  were disseminated, preserved, and imitated even 
though the poetic tastes of their Jewish socie ties reflect a more conservative 
social and religious posture. Andalusi- inspired Arabic- style Hebrew lyr ics— 
especially panegyrics and eulogies for celebrated communal figures, schol-
ars, and merchants— were cultivated, along with an abundance of religious 
poetry for recitation in the synagogue.59 Hayya Gaon (commonly referred to 
as Hai in secondary lit er a ture), for instance, the last of the  great ecumenical 
rabbinic authorities in Baghdad (d. 1038), was among the first Eastern poets 
to try his hand at Dūnash’s Arabicizing Hebrew prosody.60 However, as a 
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halakhic authority, he ruled that poetry was religiously permitted or pro-
hibited according to its content rather than its form or language. Among 
the forbidden genres  were “songs pertaining to the love of a person for an-
other, praising a beautiful person on account of his beauty, lauding a war-
rior on account of his valor and the like, such as the Arabic poems called 
‘love poems’ [ash‘ār al- ghazal].”61

Corresponding to the uncontested prominence in intellectual life that 
Muslims granted the Islamic sciences (study of Arabic language, the Qur an 
and its exegesis, hadith and fiqh), rabbinic scholarship was unquestionably 
the most impor tant and prestigious intellectual venture in a culture and so-
ciety defined by the individual’s religious affiliation and by state- recognized 
autonomous religious communities. In this sphere, North Africa was just as 
productive and influential in determining the course of Jewish  legal research 
and halakhic practice in al- Andalus as it was in catalyzing philological and 
philosophical inquiry. By the end of the tenth  century, the rabbinic acad-
emy of Qayrawān was universally regarded as the preeminent Jewish insti-
tution in North Africa, as evidenced by the formal re spect with which Sherira 
Gaon’s Epistle addresses its head, Jacob ibn Shāhīn (marrana wa- rabbana 
ya‘aqov; “our master and teacher Jacob”).62 Within a generation, Jacob’s son, 
Nissim ibn Shāhīn (d. 1062), author of an impor tant Talmudic commentary 
and other works of rabbinic tradition, was regarded as an in de pen dent au-
thority and virtual peer of the last Iraqi geonim.63 Fi nally, the migration from 
Qayrawān of the el derly Isaac ben Jacob al- Fāsī (b. ca. 1013) in 1078 or 1088 
to become the head of the rabbinic acad emy of Lucena, following the death 
of Isaac ibn Ghiyāth (b. 1038), formally cemented the relationship between 
the Maghrib and al- Andalus in rabbinic scholarship. Al- Fāsī produced dis-
crete topical Talmudic and post- Talmudic rabbinic digests on practical, ap-
plicable law (Sefer ha- halakhot; halakhot qeṭanot). Works such as  these set in 
motion a pro cess that granted wider public access to the sources and deci-
sions of rabbinic law and arguably culminated in Moses Maimonides’ reor-
ga nized and complete code of Jewish law, the Mishneh Torah.64 Like the 
tenth- century North African literary intellectuals Dūnash ben Labrāṭ and 
Judah Ḥayyūj, al- Fāsī became revered as an “ adopted” Andalusi rabbinic mas-
ter for the major figures whom he taught, such as Judah Halevi and Joseph 
ibn Migash, as well as  those he influenced, such as Maimonides.65 To put it 
another way, North African émigrés  were critical in the invention and pro-
duction of the Hebrew poetry, linguistic research on biblical Hebrew, and 
rabbinic studies in al- Andalus, the very literary and literary- religious endeavors 
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that, along with philosophy and speculative theology, would characterize 
the Golden Age of Andalusi Jewish culture.

The close relationship between North Africa and al- Andalus in Jewish 
religious and intellectual life is evident in the documents of the Cairo 
Geniza.66 Indeed, the Geniza amplifies our sense of the depth of this proxi-
mate relationship by providing a detailed picture of the socioeconomic ties 
between the communities of the western and central Mediterranean. Al-
though Geniza documents originating in al- Andalus are relatively scarce, 
mention of Andalusi merchants and scholars operating in the Maghrib, 
Egypt, and the Islamic East indicates that they  were active and prominent 
participants in S. D. Goitein’s “Mediterranean society,” including the inter-
national trade from al- Andalus to India by way of Qayrawān, Cairo, and 
Aden. Goitein noted that most of the Jewish India traders came from the 
lands of the western Mediterranean: despite the incredible distances, many 
Indian merchants hailed from al- Andalus, Morocco, Tunisia, and Sicily.67 
Viewed through the Geniza’s lens, the Islamic West, including al- Andalus, 
was hardly on the periphery of the Jewish world  under the orbit of Islam. 
Rather, the Jews of al- Andalus participated in a recentering of the Jewish 
world in Islamdom in the tenth through twelfth centuries. The cultural and 
economic unity of the southern and eastern Mediterranean— the Islamic 
world west of the Ira nian plateau— reflected in the Geniza documents con-
tributed to the virtual unity of the Jewish communities of the Arabic- speaking 
world. They also inform us about the merchant- scholars’ support of Jewish 
communal institutions and advanced research and the ways in which eco-
nom ically based travel with pilgrimage was a conduit for cultural transmis-
sion, including ideas about Sefardi exceptionalism.

Constructing Sefardi Exceptionalism

As noted, Andalusi Jews seized the opportunity to make themselves central 
players in Mediterranean Jewish life precisely when the Umayyad emir- 
turned- caliph ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III elevated and formalized al- Andalus’s pre-
viously de facto po liti cal in de pen dence in the mid- tenth  century. The 
resultant centralizing program expanded the Córdoba- based Umayyad state 
bureaucracy, a meritocracy of sorts in which Andalusi Jews could rise to 
prominent office. However, Jewish courtiers, many of whom  were physicians, 
 were found in other countries of classical and late classical Islam, especially 
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Zīrid Ifrīqiya, Marīnid Morocco, Fāṭimid and Ayyūbid Egypt, and the Ab-
basid East.68 Since Egypt, the Levant, and the East  were lands with large 
and impor tant Christian minorities as well as relatively small Jewish com-
munities, along with Zoroastrians in Iraq and Iran, the religiously diverse 
Andalusi society in its classical age does not appear to be all that dif er ent 
from other Islamic socie ties during the period, save Ifrīqiya and the Maghrib.

The first of a succession of Andalusi Jewish courtiers was the aforemen-
tioned physician, scientist, secretary, diplomat, and communal leader Ḥasdai 
ibn Shaprūṭ (d. ca. 975), whom tradition and historiography credited with 
initiating or enabling many of the religious, intellectual, literary, and social 
developments that would come to characterize the Golden Age of Andalusi 
Jewish culture and society.69 Ḥasdai was the prototypical Jewish physician 
in the age of classical Islam who attained a position in the state chancery. 
He served first as a customs official and, in due course, became a counselor 
in the Umayyad caliphal court  under both ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III and al- Ḥakam 
II. Ḥasdai was credited with undertaking diplomatic missions on behalf of 
the Andalusi state,70 especially in negotiations with Christian powers such 
as the kingdoms of Navarre and Byzantium. As a scientist- physician, Ḥasdai 
was recognized for participating in translating Dioscoridies’ text De Mate-
ria Medica from Greek into Arabic and was credited with the rediscovery of 
the medicinal compound theriac.

 These singular accomplishments and responsibilities even drew the at-
tention of Muslim biographers, historians of medicine, and historiographers 
who other wise paid scant attention to Jews and Christians, except as required 
by issues of direct and immediate concern to Muslims and Islam. Ibn Abī 
Uṣaybi‘a, the canonical biographer of physicians in Islamdom, even recog-
nized Ḥasdai as an expert in Jewish law (wa- kāna ḥasday bin isḥāq min aḥbār 
al- yahūd mutaqaddiman fī ‘ ilm sharī‘atihim), although  there is no evidence for 
it in any Jewish source.71 Ḥasdai’s usefulness, stature, and influence with the 
Umayyads also appear to have conferred upon him recognition as leader of 
the Jews of al- Andalus, or nasi. Accordingly, literary sources represent him 
as the embodiment of Jewish ideals of political— that is, communal— 
leadership.72 Ḥasdai’s supposed status as nasi, the recognized po liti cal head 
of the entire Andalusi Jewish community, while accepted in virtually all of 
the secondary lit er a ture, is historically problematic insofar as it is based on 
Abraham in Daud, a single, mid- twelfth- century Jewish source.73 It is un-
clear  whether the designation of Ḥasdai as nasi was intended to signal an 
honorific title or an  actual office or institution; in the Islamic East, such a 
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title typically was reserved for a scion of the House of David, of which Ḥasdai 
as suredly was not.74

In any case, we can say with greater confidence that Ḥasdai, like Jewish 
courtiers in Abbasid Baghdad and Fāṭimid Cairo, seems to have utilized his 
connections to protect his minority religious community and represent its 
interests to the Islamic authorities.75 Furthermore, Ḥasdai engaged in cor-
respondence with other Jewish communities and their leaders around the 
Mediterranean basin that sought his assistance, financial support, or gar-
nered his attention and concern, including in North Africa, Provence, Sic-
ily, Byzantium, and, notably, the Khazar kingdom.76 What set Ḥasdai apart 
from Jewish courtiers in other countries? Texts authored in his circle docu-
ment a grandly ambitious program to elevate the outlier, peripheral status 
of the Andalusi Jewish community to prominence among the Jews of Med-
iterranean lands. In efect, Ḥasdai was cast as the visionary architect and 
original enabler of the idea, ideology, and program of Sefardi exceptionalism.

The Jews shared an idyllic construction of the Andalusi landscape with 
their Muslim (and Christian) neighbors, as evident in a mid- tenth- century 
Hebrew letter that was nearly con temporary with the Andalusi Muslim ge-
ographer al- Rāzī.77 Commissioned by Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ, his court secre-
tary Menaḥem ibn Sarūq composed the well- known missive, initiating the 
Andalusi Jew’s famous correspondence with the Turkic monarch Joseph of 
the Eurasian Jewish Khazar kingdom:

I, Ḥasdai, son of Isaac, may his memory be blessed, son of Ezra, 
may his memory be blessed, belonging to the exiled Jews of Jerusa-
lem, in Spain. . . .  We, indeed, who are of the remnant of the 
captive Israelites, servants of my lord the King, are dwelling 
peacefully in the land of our sojourning, for our God has not 
forsaken us, nor has His shadow departed from us.

The name of our land in which we dwell is called in the 
sacred tongue Sefarad, but in the language of the Arabs, the 
indwellers of the land, al- Andalus. . . .  The land is rich, abound-
ing in rivers, springs, and aqueducts; a land of corn, oil, and wine, 
of fruits and all manner of delicacies; it has pleasure- gardens and 
orchards, fruitful trees of  every kind, including the leaves of the 
tree upon which the silkworm feeds, of which we have  great 
abundance. In the mountains and woods of our country, cochineal 
is gathered in  great quantity.  There are also found among us 
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mountains covered by crocus and with veins of silver, gold, copper, 
iron, tin, lead sulfur, porphyry, marble, and crystal. Merchants 
congregate in it, and traffickers from the ends of the earth, from 
Egypt and adjacent countries, bringing spices, precious stones, 
splendid wares for kings and princes, and all the desirable  things 
of Egypt. Our king has collected very large trea sures of silver, 
gold, precious  things and valuables such as no king has ever 
collected.78

Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ apud Ibn Sarūq echoes al- Rāzī and Isidore regarding the 
lushness and fertility of the land. But he links its agricultural bounty, abun-
dance of natu ral resources, and commercial prosperity to his principal con-
cern: the status and sociopo liti cal security of its community of Jews (“We, 
indeed . . .  are dwelling peacefully in the land of our sojourning”), thanks to 
the protection of the Umayyad caliph.79 Furthermore, the communiqué 
strikes many of the notes that we observed in the Umayyad and Mālikī repre-
sen ta tions of the Andalusi state and Andalusi Islam. It emphasizes the aris-
tocratic, Jerusalemite origins of the Andalusi Jewish community and the role 
that Providence plays in safeguarding its well- being and assigning it agency. 
 Later figures (discussed in Chapter 4)— notably, the twelfth- century literary 
and religious intellectual Moses ibn Ezra— explic itly connected the motifs of 
land, genealogical nobility, and divine guidance to the  matter of the Andalusi 
Jews’ mastery of Hebrew and their extraordinarily rich cultural production.

How did Ḥasdai advertise his prominence to the wider audience of Jews 
in Mediterranean lands and establish his place of honor in the constellation 
of Jewish grandees? How did he represent the Jewish community of al- 
Andalus as privileged and accomplished in the pro cess? Consider “De‘eh 
libbi ḥokhmah,” one of Dūnash ben Labrāṭ’s Hebrew panegyrics for his bene-
factor. The lyric employs conventional hyperbolic and aggrandizing images 
derived from Arabic verse to fancy the poet’s patron Ḥasdai as the consum-
mate counselor among counselors (with intertextual references to the pro-
totypical biblical courtiers Joseph and Mordechai serving in foreign lands) 
for all the Christian and Muslim regents of the world. Ḥasdai presides in 
Sefarad and, in efect, designates it as the center of the Jewish world:

 Every king  trembles
 and descends from his throne
 and dispatches tributes
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 to him in Sefarad. . . .
East and West
his renown is  grand and  great
 Christendom and Islamdom
 seek his unstinting counsel.
He seeks his  people’s good/and expels their foes.80

The poem proj ects Ḥasdai’s communal leadership, depicts his sway beyond 
the country’s geo graph i cal borders, and portrays his power as Christian and 
Muslim regents seek his valuable guidance, as if Ḥasdai  were actually the 
commanding leader of a real, rather than an  imagined, polity. From every-
thing we know about Ḥasdai, his exercise of “dominion” beyond the Anda-
lusi Jewish community is virtual, not real. His agency is  imagined and 
grounded solely in the poets’ rhe toric. Yet Ḥasdai’s ( here apud Dūnash) repre-
sen ta tion of Sefarad with himself at its head is the socioreligious context in 
which he conducted correspondence with the Khazar king Joseph (authored 
by his erstwhile court poet Menaḥem ibn Sarūq).81 The introductory letter 
paints an idyllic picture of the Andalusi Jews’ material abundance and 
sociopo liti cal security amid a detailed depiction of the richness of al- Andalus 
in general (anu peliṭat yisra’el ‘avdei adoni ha- melekh sheruyim be- shalwah be- ereṣ 
megurenu, “we dwell peacefully in the land of our sojourn”).82 By contrast 
with this entirely rosy portrait of Andalusi Jewish life, the panegyric that 
Ḥasdai commissioned from Ibn Sarūq portrays catholic Israel (kenesset yisra’el) 
as subjugated, that is, still in exile and awaiting the messianic age.83 This 
lyric, one of two poems accompanying the epistle to the Khazar king, cast 
the Jewish Khazars as “a tribe of rulers” (sheveṭ moshlim [from Isa. 14:5]) with 
a genuine monarch, kingdom, and victorious army.84

Ḥasdai’s letter to the Khazar king represents the earliest extant text of 
Andalusi provenance to associate the Jews of al- Andalus with the exiles from 
Jerusalem.85 The eleventh- century biblical exegete, Hebrew philologist, and 
grammarian from Toledo Judah ibn Bil‘am already seems to sense the con-
structedness of the tradition. In his commentary on Obadiah (v. 20), Ibn 
Bil‘am observes: “The opinion that Sefarad is al- Andalus has spread among 
our  people; its name in olden days was Espamya.”86 In due course and not-
withstanding Ibn Bil‘am’s uncertainty about the tradition’s origin or reliabil-
ity, the identification of Sefarad with the Jerusalemite elite became a 
touchstone for the Jews of al- Andalus. Jonah ibn Janāḥ (tenth– eleventh 
 century), Moses ibn Ezra (eleventh– twelfth  century), Abraham ibn Daud 
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(twelfth  century), and David Qimḥi (twelfth  century), among  others, cited 
the tradition  because it gave prophetic corroboration to their claims regard-
ing the Andalusi Jews’ noble lineage, their possession of authoritative Jew-
ish learning and lore, their preeminent expert knowledge of biblical Hebrew, 
and their uniquely endowed flair for producing aesthetically marvelous and 
elegant Hebrew poetry.87

How, exactly, does Ḥasdai’s correspondence with the Khazar monarch 
signify the sense of mission and the Sefardi exceptionalism empowering it? 
Ḥasdai’s vari ous activities  were neither discrete nor isolated but intercon-
nected components of an apparent scheme to put Jewish al- Andalus, that is, 
Sefarad, on the map, as if he and Sefarad  were bent on serving as a promi-
nent model community for Jews of other realms or, as seems far less plau-
sible, assuming an ecumenical role of Jewish leadership by wresting it from 
the Islamic East, as Gerson Cohen thought. David Wasserstein designates 
the historical circumstances authorizing Ḥasdai’s correspondence with the 
Khazar king as “special,” that is, exceptional:

It was the special character of this Islamic world that made it all 
pos si ble. It was the special character of Islamic Spain, al- Andalus, 
as an Islamic state, and as an Islamic state that was not part of the 
Abbasid Islamic state, that propelled Ḥasdai, a Jew, to what looks 
to have been a position of some importance. It was the special 
character of the Mediterranean basin as a largely Islamic lake that 
made it pos si ble for Jews both to travel widely—as they had more 
or less ceased to do before the rise of Islam— and to make contact 
with Jews in other places; it was the special nature of relations 
between Córdoba, in Islamic Spain, and Constantinople that 
encouraged in Ḥasdai the idea that he could make contact with 
the Khazars. All of this would have been wholly impossible before 
the rise of Islam.88

The discourse of Ḥasdai’s first letter to Joseph, the Khazar king (composed 
by Menaḥem ibn Sarūq), accentuates his community’s economic prosperity, 
sociopo liti cal standing, and his wide- ranging eforts at amassing books to 
enable Andalusi Jewish religious scholars to conduct their research in de pen-
dently and productively. While the first two achievements  were undoubt-
edly necessary for the third undertaking, it is the last that truly marks the 
Andalusi Jewish assertion of privilege on account of the primacy of rabbinic 
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studies in the advanced Jewish curriculum. Fundamental to the claims, le-
gitimacy, and reputation of the Jewish community of al- Andalus was their 
elites’ cultivation of advanced rabbinic studies, akin to the Andalusi Mus-
lims’ embrace of Mālikī orthodoxy, with its emphasis on an uninterrupted 
line of tradents  going back to the Prophet’s city, Medina, and the beginning 
of Islam in history. Furthermore, the Jewish religious intellectuals’ capacity 
to engage in recognizably advanced rabbinic scholarship was vital to the An-
dalusis’ success in advancing all the other intellectual and artistic activities 
and production that came to characterize their culture, standing, and self- 
image. When did the Andalusi Jews establish their own in de pen dent center 
for the advanced study, training of scholars, and dissemination of their holy 
law? Their turn  toward virtual autonomy from the Iraqi and Palestinian rab-
binical acad emy dates to the mid- tenth  century.

As previously observed, the Jews of al- Andalus and the Iraqi academies 
and their religious leaders maintained strong ties dating back as far as the 
end of the eighth  century. Through their centralizing program and system-
atizing eforts, the Eastern ecumenical heads sought to preside over a uni-
fied Jewish community and regulate Jewish religious practice in Islamdom. 
Diaspora communities  were connected to the Iraqi center through their con-
tributions,  legal queries, and dispatch of promising or accomplished schol-
ars to engage in higher rabbinic studies at the academies. This matrix of 
relationships was made pos si ble by the economic and cultural unity of the 
Islamic world, a unity that withstood po liti cal and religious divisions and 
from which the Jewish minority benefited im mensely.

The growing and increasingly prosperous Jewish communities of North 
Africa, in general, and Qayrawān, in par tic u lar, served as intermediaries be-
tween the Andalusis and the rabbinic centers of the Islamic East. The city 
was a center for copying Babylonian manuscripts and communications and 
transmitting them to other Jewish communities of the Maghrib and al- 
Andalus. So, too, Qayrawān served as the way station for the collection and 
remittance of funds raised in the West to support the operation of the East-
ern academies.89 Sherira Gaon’s famous Aramaic epistle (dated 986) relates 
the literary history of rabbinical scholarship and its assertion of an antique 
chain of unbroken transmission. It was arguably occasioned by the emphasis 
that Islam placed on the authority of uninterrupted history of religious tra-
dition (tawātur) as well by as the strug gle between Rabbanite and Karaite 
Judaism. Addressed to Jacob ben Nissim ibn Shāhīn on behalf of the elders 
of Qayrawān, the epistle is indicative of the close relations between the Iraqi 
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rabbinic acad emy and the North African and Andalusi communities. Fur-
thermore, the epistle reports that the exilarch Naṭrūnai was deposed from 
office and “went to the West.”90 This tradition was remembered and appears 
to have become significant in al- Andalus. Recall that Judah ben Barzillai al- 
Bargeloni (twelfth  century), who also asserts that “Sefarad has been a place 
of abundant Torah study since the time of the First [ Temple], the exile of 
Jerusalem,  until  today,” reported that Naṭrūnai wrote the Babylonian Tal-
mud for the Andalusis “from memory, not from a written text.”91

At the turn of the ninth  century, a polemical letter to the Jews of North 
Africa and al- Andalus from Pirqoi ben Baboi on behalf of the Iraqi acade-
mies was occasioned by internecine Jewish rivalry of another sort. The highly 
partisan communication proclaims the supremacy of Babylonian rabbinic tra-
ditions and the preeminence of its geonic authority over their rival Palestin-
ian Rabbanite counter parts.92 A mid- tenth- century report authored by the 
other wise unknown figure Nathan the Babylonian, who emigrated to 
Qayrawān, also champions the authority of the Iraqi community (again, as 
opposed to the Palestinian), along with his view of the supremacy of the Sura 
rabbinic acad emy over Pumbedita (both relocated in the ninth  century to 
Baghdad, where they retained their distinct identity and traditions). Nathan 
the Babylonian paints a picture of the numerous po liti cal conflicts within 
the Iraqi Jewish religious and communal establishment. The Judeo- Arabic 
original of this narrative survives only in fragments and in a late medieval 
Hebrew translation, marred by prob lems of historicity and significant incon-
sistencies with contemporaneous sources.93 It includes a report of one of the 
many po liti cal strug gles among the Babylonian Jewish elite. In this instance, 
the fallout involves another unseated exilarch, ‘Uqba, who, like Naṭrūnai, 
turns up in North Africa as an exile.94

It is worth recalling the tradition that in 883, a mysterious character from 
Yemen or Ethiopia named Eldad ha- Dani supposedly turned up in Qayrawān.95 
Speaking only Hebrew, Eldad announced that he belonged to the Danites 
(one of the Ten Lost Tribes of ancient Israel), who lived in a distant land 
“beyond the rivers of Ethiopia”  under the aegis of a power ful and wealthy 
Jewish king. I draw attention to a significant motif attributed to Eldad— the 
classification of his Lost Tribe (or Tribes) with Jewish warriors: “We have a 
received tradition that we, the sons of Dan,  were once tent- dwellers in the 
Land of Israel, and  there  were no, among all the tribes of Israel, men of war 
and mighty of valor like us.”96 The Jewish communities of the Maghrib are 
said to have welcomed Eldad in excitement but also with uncertainty. Perhaps 
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they even in ven ted him. His mystifying appearance, enigmatic manners, 
and cryptic declarations  were treated cautiously but with genuine interest 
by a con temporary rabbinic authority in Baghdad to whom the Qayrawānī 
religious leaders turned for guidance.97 In any case, Eldad’s phantasm and 
fantastic tales of a Jewish king, a Jewish kingdom, and a Jewish army, the 
first of their kind in medieval Jewish lit er a ture, fueled the Maghribis’ and 
Andalusis’ geo graph i cal, religious, and po liti cal imaginations. Subsequently, 
he dis appeared into legend, much as the Ten Lost Tribes from whence he sup-
posedly came.

What was the Andalusi Jewish reception of the far- fetched Eldad 
accounts? The Andalusi Jewish elite’s cultural politics, beginning with Ḥasdai’s 
diplomatic correspondence with the Eurasian Jewish king of the Khazars, 
twelfth- century literary references to this sovereign figure,98 and the manu-
script history of the Eldad traditions all testify to the lasting appeal of real 
or  imagined spectacles of Jewish po liti cal and military empowerment. An-
dalusi and, subsequently, Christian Iberian Jews hoped to negotiate a place 
for themselves in history or, alternatively, to escape their social and po liti cal 
predicament of living lives between Islamdom and Christendom, through 
indulging in signs of messianic fantasies.

For example, Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ refers to the Eldad episode- myth in 
his epistle to the Khazar king:99 “In the time of our  father  there was among 
us a certain Israelite, an intelligent man, who belonged to the tribe of Dan. 
Who traced his descent back to Dan, the son of Jacob. He spoke elegantly 
and gave every thing its name in the holy language. Nor was he at a loss for 
any expression. When he expounded the Law he was accustomed to say, 
‘Thus has Othniel, son of Kenaz, handed down tradition from the mouth of 
Joshua, and he from the mouth of Moses, who was inspired by the Almighty.’ ” 
Immediately  after conveying this notice, the letter turns to a  matter of ut-
most importance: it inquires about what information the king may possess 
regarding “the final Redemption,” thereby intimating a direct connection be-
tween the appearance of Eldad, Ḥasdai’s glorious Sefarad, the news of the 
Khazar Jewish kingdom, and hopes for the advent of the messianic age: “We 
have been cast down from our glory, so that we have nothing to reply when 
they say daily unto us, ‘ Every other  people has its kingdom, but of yours  there 
is no memorial on the earth.’ Hearing, therefore, of the fame of my lord the 
King, as well as the power of his dominions, and the multitude of his forces 
we  were amazed, we lifted up our head, our spirit revived and our hands  were 
strengthened.”
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To return to the geonim of the East and their ties to the Maghribis and 
Andalusis: a few generations  after Eldad’s ostensible appearance in Qayrawān, 
‘Amram ben Sheshna Gaon authored the first comprehensive rabbinic prayer 
book.100 According to a responsum- letter he dispatched in the mid- ninth 
 century to Isaac b. Simon, apparently a leader of a local community in the 
Iberian Peninsula, the text was occasioned by Isaac’s many questions regard-
ing the details of rabbinic prayer throughout the liturgical year.101  Until the 
tenth  century, then, the Jews of Iberia clearly relied for religious guidance 
upon the venerable rabbinical academies in the East. At the same time, an-
other item of correspondence from Sherira Gaon to the Maghrib (mentioned 
in the Introduction) is indicative of a reverse dependence of the Eastern acad-
emies on the diaspora communities like al- Andalus, the Maghrib, and 
Ifrīqiya for financial support. Sherira pleads for financial support for the acad-
emies in the East. The letter bitterly implies that the Jewish communities of 
the West had relinquished their historical ties to the Iraqi yeshivot and be-
come content with the new regional rabbinic academies in their own realm.102

The center of the Islamic world remained in the East; but from the 
ninth  century on, po liti cal disorder in Baghdad brought economic and so-
cial consequences that encouraged substantial westward migration. In the 
ninth and tenth centuries, resettlement strengthened and transformed the 
North African Jewish communities.103 That mutually dependent relation-
ship of western periphery to eastern center is also apparent in the docu-
ments of the Cairo Geniza  because of the role played by Jewish members of 
the Mediterranean merchant class, many of whom had close ties to reli-
gious scholars or  were religious intellectuals themselves. Immigrants from 
the Islamic East further reinforced existing links to the rabbinic academies 
and also stimulated the new regional centers’ significant economic growth. 
While Easterners brought religious and literary traditions, knowledge, and 
connections, their arrival laid the foundation for in de pen dent scholarly en-
deavors in theology, sacred law, and biblical Hebrew lexicography and 
grammar.104 Such intellectual and institutional developments aforded 
Maghribi and Andalusi thinkers the opportunity to begin to fill the vac-
uum created by the waning of Iraqi authority.

Against the background of  these socioeconomic transitions, the afore-
mentioned Rabbi Moses ben Ḥanokh arrived in Córdoba (in 972) and, 
with Ḥasdai’s blessing, support, and largesse, established and served as 
head of a new Andalusi rabbinical acad emy.105 Ḥasdai’s eforts to reduce 
Andalusi Jewish dependence upon the Eastern academies even caught the 
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attention of Muslim intellectuals such as Ṣā‘id al- Andalusi, in his universal 
history of science:

Among  those who studied medicine was Ḥasdāy b. Isḥāq the 
servant of al- Ḥakam b. ‘Abd al- Raḥmān al- Nāṣir li- Dīn Allāh. 
He was skilled in the practice of medicine, very learned in the  legal 
science of the Jews, and he was the first to open up for  those of 
them who  were in al- Andalus their  legal and historical and other 
sciences. Before that they had to have recourse to the Jews of 
Baghdad in  matters connected to the law of their religion and the 
years of their era and the dates of their feasts; they would get 
from them the calculation of a number of years, and in accordance 
with that they would know the start of their [calendrical] cycles 
and the beginnings of their years. And when Ḥasdāy became 
connected to al- Ḥakam, and received the highest honor from him 
on account of his talent and his  great skill and his culture, and 
managed thanks to him to obtain access to the Jewish writings 
that he wanted from the East, then the Jews of al- Andalus came 
to know what they had been ignorant of before, and  were able to 
do without what had caused them a lot of bother.106

In the next generation, Hayya Gaon, the leading and last  great rabbinical 
figure in Baghdad, registered a complaint with Jacob ben Nissim ibn Shāhīn, 
the rabbinic authority and geonic ally in Qayrawān: Ḥanokh ben Moses, son 
and successor of the founder of the Andalusi acad emy, deigned to disregard 
messages sent to him by Hayya’s illustrious  father, Sherira Gaon.107 For 
that  matter,  there is additional evidence of tensions between the Iraqi au-
thorities and the Maghribis. Both Sherira and Hayya Gaon confronted 
Qayrawānī correspondents with what they deemed a grave epistemological 
error by privileging the text of the Talmud over rabbinic interpretative 
tradition, of which the geonim  were stewards.108

Significantly, Ḥasdai’s enterprise established a pattern unique to Jewish 
al- Andalus that would continue  after him: he committed his own resources 
to sponsor a rabbinic, scientific, and humanistic cultural program that 
mirrored, on a much smaller scale, the cultural and ideological agenda of 
Andalusi Muslim literary and religious intellectuals and their Umayyad 
patrons.109 That is, Ḥasdai sought to emulate the social manners and be hav-
iors of Muslim elites— their adab— assembling his own circle of scholars and 
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literati and serving as their patron. His own master, the intellectually minded 
Umayyad caliph al- Ḥakam II, was arguably an exemplary figure in this re-
spect.110 Ḥasdai’s entourage of literary- religious intellectuals included the 
aforementioned poets Dūnash ben Labrāṭ and his pre de ces sor as Ḥasdai’s 
court secretary- poet, Menaḥem ibn Sarūq. Ḥasdai thus introduced courtly 
activities, manners, and values with lasting consequences for the Jewish so-
ciety of al- Andalus and  later, in somewhat dif er ent form, for Jewish society 
and culture in still- Arabaphone Christian Toledo. Andalusi Jewish culture 
became noteworthy for its cultivation of social poetry in classical Hebrew, 
for rational inquiry, philosophical study, advanced rabbinic studies, and a 
finely developed sense of aesthetics, along with a deep appreciation for liter-
ary plea sure and elegance in all its manifestations—in par tic u lar, beauty of 
the linguistic kind. Ben Labrāṭ and Ibn Sarūq’s factions would carry on their 
masters’ debate over the legitimacy of comparative linguistics and the place 
of Arabic prosody, poetics, and learning in Jewish artistic and intellectual 
life. Yet Ḥasdai’s eforts to promote Judeo- Arabic and Hebrew adab (Arabic 
for paideia) would have come to naught without the establishment in Cór-
doba of a first- rate, self- sufficient rabbinic acad emy. To that end, Ḥasdai des-
ignated Moses ben Ḥanokh, the established and respected Italian scholar 
who had come to al- Andalus, to serve as head of the newly established An-
dalusi yeshiva.111

Let us briefly return to the tenth- century poet Dūnash ben Labrāṭ and a 
prominent motif in his famous poem “We- omer al tishan.”112 Shulamit Elizur’s 
recent Geniza discovery (textual corrections and eleven additional lines) iden-
tifies the lyric as a qaṣīda in honor of Ḥasdai, of which the famous “wine 
song” is but the lyrical introduction for the encomium.113 This is not the place 
to reconsider the lyric and rehearse literary discussions of what was previously 
thought of this poem before Elizur’s finding, including my own reading of it 
as textualizing Andalusi Jewish cultural ambiguity.114 Rather, I draw our at-
tention back to the text  because  there is an obscured and implicit source of 
tension embedded in the lyrical introduction that has yet to be unpacked. The 
poem famously opens with a voice issuing a conventional Arabic- style invita-
tion to a wine soirée, set in a lush, alluring Andalusi garden:

 There came a voice: “Awake!”
Drink wine at morning’s break.
’Mid  rose and camphor make
A feast of all your hours.
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A second voice, explic itly identified with the poet’s persona, appears in the 
last quarter of the poem’s introduction to deliver a stern historical- religious 
rebuke to his would-be drinking companion:

I chided him: Be Still!
How can you drink your fill
When lost is Zion hill.

What is the overlooked ideological contest concealed in the poem to which 
I referred? Dūnash ben Labrāṭ was an arrival from the Islamic East and the 
circle around Sa‘adia Gaon. He would certainly have understood that the An-
dalusi social and cultural moment that was described in the poem’s ex-
tended introduction and that he himself introduced to Hebrew verse— wine 
and song— might appear to compromise the Rabbanite position in its strug-
gle against Karaite Judaism.115 By the mid- tenth  century, exactly when 
Dūnash was drawn to Umayyad al- Andalus as a maturing center of Jewish 
culture and society, Karaite intellectuals in the East  were vigorously chal-
lenging their community’s diaspora to come  settle in Jerusalem. Wherever 
we turn in Karaite lit er a ture, the reader encounters historical reports, hom-
ilies, ritual prescriptions, and scriptural interpretations reinforcing emphat-
ically the singular significance of earthly Jerusalem as the center of Jewish 
life as well as the focus of spiritual devotion. By contrast, Rabbanite Jews 
can be said to channel their geo graph i cal desire, deferring and projecting 
restoration to the Land of Israel into the apocalyptic  future or in engaging 
fantasies of the sort suggested by the figure of Eldad and the Khazar king. 
In another poem, Dūnash reiterates the classical biblical and  later rabbinic 
hope- appeal for God to intervene on behalf of Jerusalem and catholic Israel:

Build the City of our joy,
 Madmannah and Sansannah [of the far end of Judea]
And the stone the builders rejected
 turn into the chief [ Temple] cornerstone.
May the Lord’s ransomed return
 And reach Zion in glee.116

Three major Karaite biblical exegetes took up residence in Jerusalem during 
the tenth  century: Yefet ben ‘Alī from Basra, David ben Abraham of Fez, 
and Salman ben Yeruḥim, whose place of origin is uncertain. In his Arabic 
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commentary on Psalm 69, Salman ben Yeruḥim surveys the activist Karaite 
enterprise: “ People appeared from the east and the west who intensified their 
devotion and the study and knowledge [of the Law]. They made it their 
intention to  settle in Jerusalem. So they have abandoned their possessions 
and their homes and renounced worldly pleasures. They are now residing 
in the Holy City and await the arrival of the Remnant. . . .  They are the 
Shoshanim.”117

Salman further reads Psalm 137 (v. 4: “How can we sing the Lord’s song 
in a foreign land?”) as a biblical prooftext forbidding the composition and 
per for mance of sacred Hebrew song on “alien soil,” that is, outside the Land 
of Israel.118 Levi b. Yefet (Yefet b. ‘Alī’s son) positions two psalms (Ar., 
mazāmir al- quds) pertaining to the destruction of the  Temple in Jerusalem 
(Psalm 74, “Why have you rejected us forever, O God!” and Psalm 79, “O 
God, the nations have invaded Your inheritance”) at the beginning of the 
recitation of Psalms in the synagogue ser vice. Such texts received a double 
reading: as historical references to ancient Israel and as prophetic allusions 
to the Jews’ socioreligious situation in the tenth  century. Their prominent 
liturgical placement is a sign of the urgency and imminence of Israel’s re-
demption in the Karaite religious imagination and of the Karaite belief in 
the obligation to overturn exile and diaspora through  human agency.

To further underscore the intra- Jewish cultural sensitivity buried in 
Dūnash’s Hebrew panegyric introduced by a wine song, a poem revolution-
ary in style, form, and content, it is worth citing a few passages from “The 
Epistle to the Diaspora.” The text is a pointed and passionate appeal for Kara-
ite settlement in Jerusalem attributed to Daniel al- Qūmisī, the leading 
Karaite intellectual and founder of the impor tant Karaite community and 
center in the Holy City at the turn of the tenth  century: “Know that the 
scoundrels who are among Israel say one to another, ‘It is not our duty to go 
to Jerusalem  until He  shall gather us together, just as it was He who cast us 
abroad.’  These are the words of  those who would draw the wrath of the Lord 
and who are bereft of sense. Therefore it is incumbent upon you who fear 
the Lord to come to Jerusalem and to dwell in it, in order to hold vigils be-
fore the Lord  until the day when Jerusalem  shall be restored, as it is writ-
ten: And do you not give him rest” (Isa. 62:7).119 The Epistle’s most biting 
summons refers to the per for mance of Christian and Muslim pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem, indicating that the question of geo graph i cal desire was not only 
a point of sensitivity in an internecine Jewish contest: “Do not nations other 
than Israel come from the four corners of the earth to Jerusalem  every month 
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and  every year in the awe of God? What, then, is the  matter with you, our 
brethren in Israel, that you are not  doing even as much as is the custom of 
the Gentiles in coming to Jerusalem and praying  there?”

Apart from the Epistle’s rhetorical power and ideological program, it cor-
rectly contends that Jerusalem became the renewed focus of piety within 
each of the three mono the istic religious communities during the latter part 
of the ninth and into the tenth  century. A monk named Bernard, a Chris-
tian pilgrim in Jerusalem around 870 who left a narrative of his itinerary,120 
attests to Charlemagne’s interest and stake in Jerusalem. That two Egyptian 
governors (‘Isā b. Muḥammad al- Nusharī, d. 909, and Muḥammad b. Tughī, 
founder of Ikhshidids, d. 964)  were buried in Jerusalem suggests that re-
vived religious interest in Jerusalem among Muslims was also stirring in the 
tenth  century.121 The Andalusi literary anthologist Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi (d. 940) 
already devotes a chapter of al- ‘Iqd al- farīd to the theme.122 Writing about 
his native Jerusalem around 985, al- Muqaddasī observes: “Her streets are 
never empty of strangers”; but he notes with some annoyance: “Everywhere 
the Christians and Jews have the upper hand.”123 Fi nally, the genesis of full- 
fledged treatises on faḍā’il al- quds / faḍā’il bayt al- maqdis / faḍā’il bayt al- 
muqaddas (“the [religious] merits of Jerusalem”) dates to al- Wāsiṭī no  later 
than 1019–1020.124

To return to the Jews: in addition to encouraging pilgrimage and ad-
vocating collective resettlement in Jerusalem, the “Mourners of Zion” and 
Karaites in general  were known for their ascetic regimen and liturgical 
predisposition to lamentation as a fundamental register of Hebrew prayer.125 
In the aforementioned epistle attributed to Daniel al- Qūmisī, we find a 
power ful critique of  those Jews who are too busy, distracted, and preoccu-
pied with material considerations to return to God’s presence in the Land: 
“Now you, our brethren in Israel, do not act this way. Hearken to the Lord, 
arise and come to Jerusalem, so that we may return to the Lord. Or, if you 
 will not come  because you are  running about in tumult and haste  after your 
merchandise, then send at least five men from each city in the Dispersion.” 
The voice of conventional piety that we hear in Dūnash ben Labrāṭ’s lyrical 
introduction thus seems keenly attuned to three principal Karaite concerns 
articulated by al- Qūmisī and espoused by the Mourners of Zion: a sense of 
urgency to the Jews’ temporal predicament; a tendency  toward expressions 
of sorrow and ascetic practice; and a heightened awareness of and sensitivity 
to the Jewish religious investment in Palestine, on the one hand, and the 
Jews’ psychosocial angst regarding the po liti cal irrelevance of this stake, on 
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the other. A famous Hebrew lament, “Weep, my  people,” is preserved in the 
Romanian maḥzor among laments for the fast day of the Ninth of Av. A 
Geniza manuscript gives the acrostic signature Adonim ha- Levi b. Nissim 
Ḥazaq, and the poem bears a striking resemblance to the introduction of 
Dūnash’s poem:

I  will not drink wine with song
 nor raise my eyes to the sky
While the  enemy is girded with weapons
 within my home and my wall.
He glories in his gods
 and bows down before idols
He swears by graven images
 made in his own likeness and in my form.
Through the courtyards they carry
 the impurity of corpses and graves
The adulterer’s eye as well as strange  women
 are within my sequestered  Temple.126

In the mid- tenth  century, then, three social, religious, and po liti cal issues 
appear to converge around a contest over territorial orientation and fidelity to 
place and its memory. Andalusi Jewish elites  were beginning to assert 
themselves as occupying a deserved position of privilege in the diaspora; the 
compass of Islamic, Christian, and Jewish devotion was increasingly pointed 
 toward Jerusalem; and Jerusalem- centered Karaite Jews  were embroiled in a 
contest with Rabbanites for advantage in claiming to represent the authori-
tative voice in defining Judaism. I thus believe that the aforementioned topos 
in Dūnash’s poem served the purpose of establishing the “identity” of the 
Jews of al- Andalus as suspended, so to speak, between meta- historical reli-
gious longing for Jerusalem and historical rootedness in and spatial attach-
ment to al- Andalus, that is, to Sefarad. In the chapters to follow, we  will see 
the extent to which  these issues left further traces in Andalusi Jewish culture 
and how the idea of Sefardi exceptionalism evolved from its tenth- century 
origins as a subcultural adaptation of Andalusi (Islamic) exceptionalism.
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The Cultural Turn
Andalusi Exceptionalism Through Arabic Adab, 

Following the Collapse of the Unitary State

Weep for Córdoba the beautiful; for the evil eye has befallen her.
— Ibn ‘Idhārī

In four  things, Córdoba transcends the [other] capital cities: they 
are the bridge [over] the river, and its mosque;  these are the first 
two. The third is [Madīnat] al- Zahrā’. And knowledge is the 
greatest  thing, and that is its fourth.

— Al- Maqqarī

What became of the notion of Andalusi exceptionalism  after the abrupt 
downfall of the ‘Āmirid regime (in 1009) ruling on behalf of the nominal 
Umayyad caliph Hishām II?1 What forms of the trope’s vocabulary remained 
deployed, and what new inflections and emphases emerged in the eleventh 
 century? And what survived of the trope’s social agency  under the new po-
liti cal conditions, which efectively marked the end of the Umayyad state? 
Insofar as the Umayyad quest for religious and po liti cal legitimacy generated 
the trope to begin with and Andalusi intellectuals’ pride in their country 
originally depended upon the power, self- definition, and image of the uni-
tary state, we might expect the end of Umayyad rule to render irrelevant the 
idea of Andalusi exceptionalism. The swift disintegration of the Andalusi 
polity and the additional uncertainty of al- Andalus’s place in Islamdom 
surely undermined the trope’s original purpose and cultural armature. To make 
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 matters worse, by  century’s end the security of al- Andalus, situated at the 
edge of civilization and Islamdom in the farthest west, also was endangered 
from the Christian Iberian north. Po liti cal disorder, the absence of salu-
tary Islamic rule, inherent diference, and now external threat informed the 
problematic geographic dimensions of the Andalusi cognitive map and en-
tailed a shift in the ideology of Andalusi exceptionalism. Andalusi literary 
intellectuals adapted to the new circumstances and henceforth endeavored 
to immortalize Umayyad rule as prosperous and socially just, a bulwark of 
orthodox piety and sponsor of  every manner of scientific scholarship and 
the arts—in sum, as an idealized model Islamic polity and society, deserv-
ing of remembrance, emulation, and perpetuation.2

Al- Andalus in general and Córdoba in par tic u lar dissolved into what was 
deemed fitna— political discord and civil strife. It is an Arabic term with 
power ful Quranic resonances that Islamic tradition took as warnings for 
 future generations to ponder and avoid at all cost. To that end, religious 
tradition stipulated that it was incumbent upon all Muslims to preserve 
Islamic unity and avoid dissension and sedition.3 Conflict spread between 
 people of vari ous po liti cal allegiances, initially between the ‘Āmirid party and 
supporters of the Umayyads, and between  people of vari ous social classes and 
ethnicities. The resulting chaos witnessed the siege of the capital by Berber 
mercenaries, failed attempts to reinstate the caliphate and install an Umayyad 
as ruler, the appearance of caliphal pretenders, and ongoing conflict between 
the populace and notables of Córdoba and Berber contingents new to al- 
Andalus.4 In the pro cess, the once- powerful centralized Islamic state was 
torn asunder. Al- Andalus disintegrated into competing Andalusi “party- 
kingdoms” (1031–1086) led variously by rulers (mulūk al- ṭawā’if ) of Andalusi 
Arab, Berber, and “Slav” (ṣaqāliba) dynasties in a po liti cally turbulent period 
nevertheless renowned for its rich cultural production.5

 These rival mini- polities contracted incrementally: they lost control of 
critical Andalusi territory beginning with Alfonso VI of Castile’s pivotal con-
quest of Islamic Toledo (1085) in the virtual center of the peninsula. There-
after, the party- kingdoms also ceded sovereignty over what remained of 
al- Andalus to successive Maghribi Berber dynasties representing dif er ent 
tribal confederations— the Almoravids and Almohads— Islamic revivalist 
movements– turned North African kingdoms that  were summoned to assist 
the Andalusis in turning back the Christian advance on Andalusi territory.6 
Following their success against the Castilians in the famous  Battle of Zallāqa 
(Sagrajas) in 1086, the Almoravids, led by Yūsuf ibn Tāshufīn and supposedly 
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encouraged by prominent Mālikī jurists such as the distinguished authority 
Abū l- Walīd ibn Bājī (d. 1081), reluctantly assumed power over al- Andalus 
(1091  until 1147). In turn, the Almohads displaced them in the Maghrib and 
subsequently began to take control over al- Andalus in 1148  under ‘Abd al- 
Mu’min.

Within three generations, the legendary  Battle of ‘Iqāb (Las Navas de 
Tolosa, 1211) signaled the weakening of Almohad authority in al- Andalus.7 
The po liti cal instability and vacuum between the  Battle of ‘Iqāb and the 
Almohad departure from the peninsula in 1228, a period referred to as the 
“Third Taifas,”8 briefly empowered the anti- Almohad figure Abū ‘Abd 
Allāh Muḥammad b. Hūd al- Mutawakkil. The stage was set for the fall of 
Córdoba in 1236 and, in 1248, Seville— the erstwhile Almohad capital in 
al- Andalus—to a co ali tion of Christian kingdoms led by Ferdinand II of 
Castile. This defining historical moment efectively marked the completion 
of the key phase of the collapse of al- Andalus as a major Islamic polity on 
the Iberian Peninsula.9 Subsequently, the Castilian- Aragonese capture of 
the Naṣrid state of Granada in 1492 was the culmination of five centuries of 
loss upon humiliating loss and the passing of al- Andalus from history into 
memory.

The cumulative efect of  these events even as they unfolded and the im-
pression created by the spiraling downward trajectory of al- Andalus repre-
sented unpre ce dented historical traumas for intellectual and literary elites of 
the once- important and dominant Islamic polity in Western Islamdom. We 
might even say that  these episodes and the sense of  things falling apart in 
al- Andalus seemed exceptional in Islamic history, save for the parallel with 
formerly Islamic Sicily when Palermo fell to Norman forces in 1072  after 
nearly two centuries of Islamic rule. The catastrophic events of the eleventh 
through mid- thirteenth centuries also reinforced or, rather, aggravated the 
sense of al- Andalus’s uniquely exposed, vulnerable, and outlying position in 
Islamdom that we observed in Chapter 1 as a central theme of Andalusi his-
toriography and Islamic geography. The experience of overwhelming loss 
and uncertainty about the  future left a lasting imprint on Andalusi memory 
and thus on post- Umayyad expressions of the cultural trope of Andalusi ex-
ceptionalism.

How did Andalusi intellectuals react to this string of sociopo liti cal up-
heavals, misfortunes, and calamities? From a psychosocial perspective, the 
aforementioned historical events bundled with memories of Umayyad dignity, 
glory, and power intensified the pressure on Andalusi literary intellectuals to 
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recover their bearings and reconsider the significance of what exactly was 
left of a fractured al- Andalus. The anxiety wrought by po liti cal and religious 
turmoil and, by  century’s end, military defeat and loss of territory, paved the 
way for eleventh-  and twelfth- century Andalusis to associate themselves and 
their self- image with the might and grandeur of a previously intact al- Andalus, 
despite their detachment from its formerly unified polity. If the caliphal age 
and its formidable po liti cal and religious legitimacy could not be restored 
anytime soon, if ever, literary intellectuals would champion “Andalusi- ness” 
and market the idea of the distinctiveness of al- Andalus and Andalusis for 
their own purposes. They found willing partners and sponsors in the “party- 
kings” who aspired to conduct and represent themselves through courtly 
administrative and cultural practices, as though they  were worthy and legiti-
mate replacements for Umayyad rule.

Ironically, the extent of robust Andalusi cultural activity in the eleventh 
 century was partly a consequence of the new fragmented po liti cal situation. 
The ṭā’ifa courts’ pervasive competition in patronizing the arts and sciences 
and cultivating administrative savoir faire, and their circuitous attempts to 
identify themselves with and reconstruct, on a slighter scale, the exalted 
position of Umayyad Córdoba marked the period as culturally ambitious 
and uncommonly productive.10 The ṭā’ifa rulers’ prestige and thus their 
po liti cal legitimacy increasingly relied upon the work of propagandists: the 
court poets. In Seville, the ‘Abbādids are said to have established a body 
called dīwān al- munādama (“Register of Confidants”), or dīwān al- shi‘r (“The 
Bureau of Poetry”), responsible for vetting and authorizing aspiring candi-
dates to compose on behalf of the dynasty.11 The literary intellectuals’ con-
struction of an increasingly “virtual al- Andalus” and their sense of Andalusi 
exceptionalism as an ideology came to be authorized by their claim to be 
custodians of the heritage and practiced connoisseurs of outstanding, refined 
Andalusi cultural production in the Islamic sciences, natu ral sciences, and 
humanistic- aesthetic endeavors. As during the Umayyad age, the Andalusis’ 
noble genealogy and habitation in the climatic zone most favorable for civi-
lization served as critical enduring touchstones for their self- image. Along 
with their learning and cultural production,  these ele ments  were not depen-
dent on the Andalusi polity or the lapse of righ teous Islamic authority.

Before we examine paradigmatic signs of this unmistakably cultural turn 
in which new affirmations of Andalusi exceptionalism  were inscribed dur-
ing the eleventh through thirteenth centuries, let us review the closely re-
lated, more conventional, literary trope: expressions of nostalgia for Córdoba 
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and other impor tant cities and, eventually, for an al- Andalus lost. The nos-
talgia that Andalusi elites expressed for the Umayyad caliphal age and its 
grandeur is the most often observed, discussed, and analyzed idiom of An-
dalusi exceptionalism. Textual evocations of nostalgia  were, however, by no 
means the Andalusis’ sole answer to the unpre ce dented historical circum-
stances in which they unexpectedly found themselves in the early eleventh 
 century. For that  matter, nostalgia denotes a literary mood and discursive 
position. It was constructed, unstable, and of variable meaning, spanning the 
lengthy period from the eleventh  century to the turn of the sixteenth and 
thereafter, when al- Andalus was no more.

Svetlana Boym provides the reader with critical tools for grappling with 
the range of textual evocations of nostalgia. Boym addresses the nexus of 
loss, memory, and place, declaring that “two kinds of nostalgia characterize 
one’s relationship to the past, to the  imagined community, to home, to one’s 
own self- perception: restorative and reflective. . . .  Two kinds of nostalgia are 
not absolute types, but rather tendencies, ways of giving shape and meaning 
to longing. Restorative nostalgia puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to re-
build the lost home and patch up memory gaps. Reflective nostalgia dwells 
in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect pro cess of remembrance.”12 This 
conceptual diferentiation and the space between the two is useful in read-
ing Andalusi lyr ics. They explic itly call for the po liti cal resurrection of al- 
Andalus via external intercession, and, alternately, they associate the pre sent 
cultural ambiance and its production with the legacy and accomplishments 
of the idyllic past with its power to inspire the pre sent.

The elegiac- nostalgic paradigm of literary response to calamity origi-
nated in the eleventh  century, when fresh memories of Umayyad power, 
splendor, and its still- visible wreckage in the ruins of imperial Córdoba ag-
gravated the immediacy of loss. Subsequently, two and a half centuries of 
interrelated sociopo liti cal turbulence, fragmentation, and historical shocks 
catalyzed genuine anxiety among Andalusi Muslim religious and literary in-
tellectuals and po liti cal elites that found expression in their nostalgia for 
the  wholeness of a past remembered and then increasingly  imagined.  Under 
 these circumstances, highly stylized Arabic literary forms rooted in the clas-
sical and neoclassical poetic motif al- ḥanīn ilā al- awṭān (“pining for one’s 
homeland”), the ubi sunt topos, and the poetic genre rithā’ l- mudun (“city 
elegies”) served as evocative, if stylized and conventional, literary vehicles for 
giving expression to the Andalusis’ melancholic longing for the supposed 
unity and majesty of what once had been.13
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The “city elegies,” a traditional Arabic literary rejoinder to loss and ca-
tastrophe with rich ancient Near Eastern antecedents,14 served alternately as 
a personal or communal- political poetic response to traumatic historical ex-
perience, inscribing memories of displacement, hope for collective recupera-
tion, desperate pleas for assistance and intervention addressed to the Maghribi 
and Ottoman leaders, and, more specifically, subjective repre sen ta tions of 
home, homelessness, and homesickness.  Here we can draw a distinction be-
tween lyr ics addressing the collective sense of loss and longing from the 
occasional highly personal poems that Andalusi Arabic and Hebrew poets 
composed. Ibn ‘Ammār, al- Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbād, and Moses ibn Ezra, for 
example, each produced haunting lyrical complaints on the theme relating 
to their individual experiences of exile from their homeland.15 Both types of 
lyr ics, individual and collective, draw freely upon the traditional Arabic theme 
shakwā ‘alā l- zamān (“complaint against Time”) that has been described as 
“a poetry of setback and impotence.”16

In approximate chronological order of composition, illustrious aristo-
cratic poets such as Ibn Shuhayd (992–1035),17 Ibn Ḥazm (994–1064),18 and 
the preeminent poet Ibn Zaydūn (1003–1070), likewise from the patrician 
class, composed the earliest and best known of  these Andalusi Arabic city 
elegies as literary responses to the collapse of Umayyad Córdoba.19 Estab-
lished reading of lyr ics such as Ibn Shuhayd’s classic lament are thought to 
represent the poet’s genuine yearning for restoration of Umayyad glory. Cyn-
thia Robinson challenges such readings by historicizing the text. She dem-
onstrates the unstable, evolving significance of the elegiac motifs in verse 
and historical anecdotes conditioned by the sociopo liti cal moment of their 
production.20 As analyzed by Alexander Elinson, Ibn Shuhayd’s lament for 
Umayyad Córdoba relies upon conventional— that is, Eastern— Arabic po-
etic images and ideals to evoke “a certain cultural milieu that was lost with 
its destruction,” an “ideal cultural space” recalling al- Khuraymī’s lament for 
Basra and Ibn al- Rūmī’s for Baghdad.21

Immediately following the collapse of the unitary state, the ruins of 
Madīnat al- Zahrā’, the resplendent Umayyad palace city constructed by ‘Abd 
al- Raḥmān III as a suburb of Córdoba, became a conventional symbol of the 
past and the site of poetic meditation and grief for eleventh- century Anda-
lusi poets. To cite a prominent illustration: the eleventh- century poet al- 
Sumaysīr’s occasional lament (waqaftu bi- l- zahrā’i musta‘biran) over the 
demolished monument to Andalusi Umayyad greatness and acclaim provides 
a keen illustration of the way in which the Arabic poetic tradition that 
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conventionally inclines  toward a wistful, nostalgic mood appropriates im-
ages of communal destruction to deepen the sense of personal loss:

I  stopped at al- Zahrā’ weeping, considering it,
 I lament its broken fragments.
And I said, “O Zahrā’, come back!”
 And she answered: “Can someone return from the dead?”
I did not cease crying, crying  there,
 But, oh, how the tears  were of no use, none at all.
They  were like the traces of tears shed by professional
 mourners of the dead.22

Al- Sumaysīr proj ects meaning onto the ruined site as the physical embodi-
ment of the disintegration of Umayyad Córdoba and, metonymically, al- 
Andalus itself. Recasting a conventional trope of classical and neoclassical 
Arabic poetry, the disconsolate poet visits the site and its wreckage and ad-
dresses Madīnat al- Zahrā’ as though it  were his lost beloved whose traces 
 were left  behind at an abandoned encampment. He manages to recapture a 
degree of intimacy with his beloved al- Zahrā’ through their “conversation”: 
she speaks to him but only to remind him of the quiet finality of her death. 
Ironically, the poet- lover’s copious tears are transformed into the mere ves-
tiges of the formulaic, manufactured tears that professional mourners left 
on the site. His own tears are thus twice removed, substituting the collec-
tive and ritualized for the personal sobbing voice, as if depriving the poet of 
his own emotional display before his cherished al- Zahrā’.

Thereafter, Arabic city elegies increasingly  were constructed to recall the 
demise of Andalusi cities and towns apart from Córdoba, and they turn trans-
parently po liti cal in accordance with the imaginative modality of “restor-
ative” nostalgia:23 Ibn al- Labbāna (d. 1113) bemoans the Almoravid conquest 
of Seville.24 Ibn ‘Abdūn (d. 1134) composed an ode on the fall of Afṭasid Bada-
joz to the Almoravids and subsequently regarding the territories lost to the 
Christian kingdoms.25 Elegies  were authored by Ibn Khafāja (1058–1139) on 
the loss of Valencia (another of Ibn Khafāja’s lyr ics on the city’s temporary 
recovery is discussed below)26 and by the Almohad secretary Abū l- Muṭarrif 
ibn ‘Amīra (‘Umayra) al- Makhzūmī (d. 1258).27 Abū ‘Abd Allāh ibn al- ‘Abbār 
(1199–1260) and Ḥāzim al- Qarṭājannī (1211–1285) crafted poetic appeals to 
the Ḥafṣids of Tunisia to come to the defense of al- Andalus.28 A dirge on the 
fall of Seville to Castile in 1248 is attributed to Abū Mūsā b. Hārūn.29 The 
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Naṣrid king Yūsuf III (d. 1411) penned a lament on the loss of Antequera to 
Castile.30 An anonymous elegy bewails the downfall of Naṣrid Granada at 
the end of the fifteenth  century.31 And the irreplaceable seventeenth- century 
Maghribi scholar of Andalusi history and culture, al- Maqqarī, brings to a 
close the introduction to his monumental composition Nafḥ al- ṭīb by reen-
acting this poetic tradition with a 103- line lament. It is replete with numer-
ous clusters of anaphoric ubi sunt gestures sandwiched around the following 
verse: “She [al- Andalus] was the Garden of this world, which brought to 
mind the Eternal Abode” (line 61, p. 10).32

The definitive communally oriented elegy addressing the loss of al- 
Andalus practically in its entirety was composed by Abū l- Baqā’ l- Rundī 
(d. 1285). It speaks despairingly of the demise of al- Andalus— the poem’s 
collective, as opposed to personal, voice— and recalls the sensibility of out-
standing Arabic laments from previous centuries: an elegy by the Zīrid court 
poet and literary critic Ibn Rashīq al- Qayrawānī (1000–1063 or 1071) over 
the fall of Qayrawān to the Banū Hilāl;33 and Ibn Ḥamdīs’ (1056–1113) dirge 
over the loss to the Normans of his native Islamic Sicily from which he fled 
to al- Andalus and became al- Mu‘tamid of Seville’s boon companion and 
court poet.34 Dated by some readers to 1267 and thus not an eyewitness po-
etic response to events, al- Rundī’s poem represents a lyric meditation on the 
experience of displacement, defeat, and exile, apparently reacting to the fall 
to Castile- León of the former Almohad capital Seville in 1248.35 That 
momentous event all but completed the pro cess that Spanish historiogra-
phy designated as the “Reconquista” that was said to be initiated two hun-
dred years  earlier when Islamic Toledo, epicenter of the peninsula, fell to 
Castile (1085). Within 160  years, the hierarchy in power relations be-
tween Islamic and Christian polities across the peninsula was completely 
overturned and reversed, the po liti cal map redrawn, and the religious, 
cultural, and  mental landscape of al- Andalus and the Christian kingdoms 
reshaped correspondingly.

Al- Rundī’s elegy comprises forty- two lines of monorhymed verse. In 
contrast to poems wherein the personal point of view mediated by poetic 
tradition is channeled into the collective perspective,  there is no hint of an 
individual voice throughout the ode- like lyric. Rather, the audience- reader 
encounters an implied speaker who serves as a mouthpiece for the commu-
nal values of the surviving Andalusi umma. The sorrowful tone and mourn-
ful subject of the poem require that its expression be direct. Accordingly, 
the text is nearly  free of manneristic artifice, a sign of how far the discourse 
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is removed from the stylized and ornate Andalusi Arabic courtly poetry of 
the period.

For our purposes, I have divided the poem into four units in order to 
discuss the text’s thematic ele ments, which unfold according to a conven-
tional anticipation- resolution conceptual model:36 introduction, presenting 
the general prob lem of history’s merciless disregard for past glories (lines 
1–13); a transition verse (line 14); depiction of the definitive cataclysm— the 
tragic ruin of al- Andalus, a loss that far exceeds the historical examples drawn 
from the Eastern central lands of Islamdom enumerated in the introduction 
(lines 15–24); and poetic resolution in the form of an appeal for external mili-
tary invention from North Africa (lines 25–42). The lament begins on a note 
of conventional wisdom, as though it  were the incipit for a meditative poem 
addressing the universal themes of the brevity of life and the ephemeral, even 
illusory, nature of earthly plea sure (dhamm al- dunyā) (line 1):

Every thing declines  after reaching perfection,
  therefore let no man be beguiled by the sweetness of a 

pleasant life.

 Here al- Rundī’s lyric is reminiscent of the manner in which renowned Ab-
basid poets Ibn al- Rūmī (836–ca. 896) and al- Mutanabbī (915–965) evoke a 
sense of profound loss and strike a melancholic mood by referring to the 
desolation of pre- Islamic Sassanian relics.37 The poem’s first unit (lines 1–13) 
laments the fleeting accomplishments of the  great and legendary kings and 
empires of the distant Eastern past— pre- Islamic Arabian figures such as 
Shaddād and the Sassanian dynasty of Persia, as well as the even more an-
cient Achaemenid Persian king Darius and the Israelite king (and Islamic 
prophet) Solomon— each of whom has been swept aside along with their ac-
complishments by the “irrevocable decree of fate.”

Line 14 marks the transition to the poet’s subjective complaint. At this 
juncture, the poem moves from the despondent mood occasioned by the uni-
versal  human lot to the specific trauma of the poet’s community: it assays 
the contrast between the numerous historical misfortunes that represent the 
condition of humanity and a more immediate disaster of monumental pro-
portions for which uniquely, alas,  there is truly no consolation (lines 14–16):

For the accidents of fortune  there is a consolation that makes 
them easy to bear,
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 yet  there is no consolation for what has befallen Islam.
An event which cannot be endured has overtaken the peninsula;
  one such that Uḥud has collapsed  because of it and Thahlān 

has crumbled!
The evil eye has truck [the peninsula] in its Islam such that [the 
land]
  decreased  until  whole regions and districts  were despoiled of 

[the faith].

By rhetorically framing the catastrophe as what has befallen Islam, even be-
fore the peninsula is mentioned, the poem cleverly conditions its principal 
audience, which is not addressed directly  until the final unit.  Here the text 
anticipates and lays the groundwork for its appeal to Islamic solidarity be-
yond the borders of al- Andalus.

The poem’s second unit (lines 15–24) shifts to cata log the fall of nu-
merous prominent Andalusi cities and towns, transferring meaning from 
place to  people, again deploying the conventional ubi sunt motif and asking, 
“Where have they gone?” (lines 17–19). The anaphoric sequence of rhetori-
cal questions (wa- ayna shāṭibatu am ayna jayyān . . .  wa- ayna qurṭubatu . . .  
wa- ayna ḥimṣu) has the poetic efect of creating anticipation, speeding up 
the conceptual rhythm of the lyric, and pushing its audience forward. Crit-
ical for our purposes is the depiction of society’s disintegration: it accentu-
ates the lapse of religious scholarship representing the domain of dīn 
(religion), on the one hand (regarding Córdoba, line 18), and the loss of 
plea sure, representing the sphere of dunyā (earthly  matters), on the other 
(regarding Seville, line 19). Perhaps the latter is lent additional resonance 
by way of an oblique allusion to the Garden of Paradise depicted in the 
Qur an (47:15, fīhā anharun min maā’ in ghayri ‘āsin/“ There  shall flow in it riv-
ers of purest  water”):

Therefore ask Valencia what is the state of Murcia; and where
 is Játiva and where is Jaén?
Where is Córdoba, the home of the sciences, and many a
 scholar whose rank was once lofty in it?

Clearly, the Muslims of al- Andalus, much as the Jews, endeavored to remem-
ber their ruin as singularly traumatic, as unique in kind— that is, as excep-
tional.  Here the repre sen ta tion of ravaged and displaced religious structures 
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and symbols heightens the emotional impact and the indignity of the An-
dalusi Muslims’ loss of power (lines 21–24):

The tap of the white ablution fount weeps in despair, like a
 passionate lover weeping at the departure of the beloved,
Over dwellings emptied of Islam that  were first vacated and
 are now inhabited by unbelief;
In which mosques have become churches wherein only bells and 
crosses
 may be found.
Even miḥrābs weep though they are solid; even the pulpits
 mourn though they are wooden.

The picture of “dwellings emptied of Islam and now inhabited by unbelief ” 
(line 22), along with the  earlier image “regions and districts despoiled of the 
faith” (line 16), recall a power ful figure from another famous Andalusi Ara-
bic poem, written more than a  century  earlier. Ibn Khafāja’s ode memorial-
izing the Muslims’ recapture of Valencia from Alfonso VI in 1102, “Al- ān 
saḥḥa ghamāmu l- naṣri” (Victory’s clouds have now flowed) triumphantly 
speaks of “stripping Valencia of unbelief.”38 But in al- Rundī’s lyric, it is now 
Islam in full retreat and its faith that have been violently wrenched from the 
land. Accordingly, the poetic material employed in this passage of the elegy 
is designed to deepen and justify the mode of unrelieved sadness and despair 
that was established in the poem’s reflective, universal introduction.

The images of the “passionate lover,” “departed beloved,” and “dwellings 
emptied,” that is, uninhabited, have as their poetic source the classical and 
neoclassical Arabic qaṣīda repertoire of “bedouin encampment” motifs (aṭlāl 
and nasīb). But in the context of this lament,  these traditional topoi have 
been appropriated to serve as emotive points of archaic literary reference that 
are replaced by more immediate and relevant associations of disintegrating 
holiness.39 Depiction of the defilement of sacred places, artifacts, and items 
by what is derisively termed a “foreign religion” and, at the poem’s conclu-
sion, the pitiable repre sen ta tions of captivity and servitude utilizing gendered 
language and images (“Alas, many a  mother and child have been parted as 
soul and bodies are separated,” line 39) aim to stoke the audience’s outrage 
at what has tran spired. In the latter re spect, the depiction resembles the rhe-
torical strategy deployed by the poet Ibn al- ‘Assāl reacting to the sack of 
Bobastro in 1064.40 The emotional- rhetorical ploy also enlists the audience’s 
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re sis tance and, in theory, galvanizes it to resolve to restore the original 
and “natu ral” order of al- Andalus, in which Islam is sovereign over the 
peninsula.

Accordingly, al- Rundī’s lyric does not conclude (lines 25–38) on a note 
of prayerful hope. Rather, it ends with an extended and impassioned plea 
for North African military assistance (as occurred  under the Almoravids and 
Almohads, in succession, in the late eleventh and mid- twelfth centuries) in 
overturning the relentless Christian advance into the heart of the Andalusi 
domain of Islamdom. The poem’s desperate appeal is couched in the form of 
a series of rhetorical questions designed to contest the listeners’ complacency 
and stir them to action with ever more pathetic scenes of communal devas-
tation and individual deprivation. Images of the Andalusis’ humiliation and 
captivity are contrasted with figures of the power and extravagance that, the 
poet imagines, reside in the confines of the Islamic Maghrib (lines 28, 30):

And you who walk forth cheerfully while your homeland diverts 
you,
  can a homeland beguile any many  after [the loss of]  

Seville? . . .
And you who are living in luxury beyond the sea enjoying life,
 you who have strength and power in your homelands.

 There is a certain ironic reversal in the Andalusi Arabic poet’s association of 
the Marīnid Berber rulers of the Maghrib with material extravagance. In 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the courtly Andalusis’ supposedly lav-
ish, indulgent, and intemperate ways, illicit excessive taxation of the popu-
lace, and purportedly lax observance of Islam  were roundly condemned by 
the country’s Mālikī religious scholars and jurists.  These be hav iors  were said 
to cause friction between Andalusi party- kings and their nobility and the 
Almoravids and, more pointedly, the Almohads, who espoused a more aus-
tere revivalist Islam.41 Indeed, Andalusi historiography and more than a few 
literary texts naturally blame the collapse of the Islamic polity and loss of 
territory to the Christian Iberian kingdoms on courtly, upper- class viola-
tions of Islam in  favor of de cadent and hedonistic be hav ior, party- kingdom 
payment of tribute to Castile, and instances of collaboration with it, as well 
as on Andalusi forfeiture of Islamic unity.42 A famous quip attributed to the 
Almoravid leader Yūsuf b. Tāshufīn, doubtlessly  under the sway of the Mālikī 
scholars of al- Andalus, denounces the emir al- Mu‘tamid of Seville on account 
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of his deplorable po liti cal, military, and religious failures. The ruler of the 
most impor tant and power ful ṭā’ifa kingdom, who paid annual tribute to 
Alfonso VI of Castile rather confront the Christians in defense of al- Andalus 
and Islam, is said to revel in debauchery: “to an extent, his behavioral preoc-
cupation was such that he never forsook the ‘two orifices’ ” (Ar., lā ya‘dū l- 
ajwafayn; i.e., digestive and sexual).43 For the Almoravids (and then the 
Almohads), al- Andalus remained the “land of jihad” set forth in Islamic his-
toriography and characteristic of frontier regions in Islamdom. But the piti-
ful Andalusis  were deemed no longer capable of or committed to pursuing 
it in defense of the Muslims and Islam in their domain.44

In al- Rundī’s case, the Andalusi poet issues the North Africans a call to 
action based on the ideals of valor and courage and the implicit Islamic ob-
ligation of jihad; they must strive in the path of God for the protection of 
fellow Muslims in distress and for the reestablishment of the po liti cal con-
ditions necessary for the perfect practice of Islam in an Islamic polity (lines 
33–34):

What means this severing of the bonds of Islam on your behalf,
 when you, O worshipers of God, are brethren?
Are  there no heroic souls with lofty ambitions; are  there no
 helpers and defenders of righ teousness?

The poet fi nally challenges the Marīnid Muslims of the Maghrib to ignore 
his pleas for armed intervention in al- Andalus, if they dare (line 42):

The heart melts with sorrow at such [sights]
 if  there is any Islam or belief in that heart!

What are the cultural assumptions of li- kulli shā’ in idhā mā tamma nuqṣānu? 
For the Muslims of al- Andalus, the progressive loss of territory and sover-
eignty signified not only displacement and exile but also dispossession and 
an unpre ce dented disempowerment that could not easily be understood, let 
alone accepted within the framework of classical Islamic history and culture. 
 Here was a most unwelcome and unsettling form of Andalusi exceptionalism: 
nowhere but for al- Andalus was Islam ever in such retreat and Islamdom 
contracting, except for Islamic Sicily.45 By contrast, territorial losses to the 
Byzantines in Syria (1076) and the crusader kingdoms in Palestine (begin-
ning 1099)  were temporary retreats from which Islamdom would eventually 
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recover. The Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258 also represented a short- term 
setback in  these re spects.

Andalusi religious intellectuals also  were obliged to account for the Mus-
lims’ weakness and defeat at the hands of a Christian power  going back to 
the eleventh  century. They engaged in collective soul- searching and pi-
etistic, diagnostic religious critique of Andalusi society, in general, and 
the party- kingdoms’ and their rulers’ failures to uphold the strictest stan-
dards of Islamic piety, justice, and Islamic unity, in par tic u lar. The religious 
intellectuals’ verdict was predictably harsh regarding the lapse in religiously 
righ teous po liti cal authority: they reasserted an unyielding Andalusi com-
mitment to Islamic orthodoxy. Even some Andalusi poets who had been in 
the party- kings’ ser vice voiced a highly critical judgment of the mulūk al- 
ṭawā’if. For example, the aforementioned poet al- Sumaysīr responded to the 
fall of Toledo (1085) by accusing the party- kings of infidelity to Islam (nādi 
l- mulūk wa- qul lahum):

Call the kings and say to them
 “What have you brought about?
You have handed over Islam into  enemy captivity
 and (yourselves) remain seated (and inactive)
We should rise up against you
 since you have given your support to the Christians
You take no account of the breaking of the bonds of community
  so that you have even broken the bonds of the community of 

the Prophet!”46

The following excerpt from a poem by Abū Ṭālib ‘Abd al- Jabbār (d. 1106), 
replete with ironic paronomasia in the original,47 condemns the illegitimate 
rulers for their impious, hedonistic, unrigh teous, un- Islamic be hav ior, and 
odious po liti cal vassalage to the Castilians:

Then  these ṭā’ifa [rulers] went to extremes
  and  were replaced from their own  people by womanly  

successors.
They professed the creed of injustice and deviance,
 Since the finest of their minds  were plundered,
So they neglected the land and the  people,
 and abandoned the frontier and jihad.
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Their heads  were consumed with wine,
 with songs and listening to musical instruments.
And they compounded their ignorance and failure
 by assisting the gang of the Cross.48

 Because God is the author of history, Andalusi Muslim religious elites 
viewed their defeats in much the same way the Jews understood the sig-
nificance of their ongoing exile—as divine judgment and punishment vis-
ited upon them for the slackness of their submission to the  will of God. In 
par tic u lar, the eleventh- century savant and erstwhile Umayyad loyalist Abū 
Muḥammad ‘Alī ibn Ḥazm (d. 1064) was incensed by what he saw as a de-
terioration of devotion to Islam and thus loss of religious and po liti cal le-
gitimacy among the ruling Andalusi party- kingdom elites.  Here is how he 
looked back and framed the revolt of 1009, tracing Andalusi failure back to 
the disintegration of the unity state: “Except for  those who sought protec-
tion of God, the revolt was an evil that  will require detailed elaboration. 
For one  thing, it ruined the religious beliefs in many re spects. In brief, 
 every ruler of a city or fortress throughout the width and breadth of al- 
Andalus was the  enemy of God and His Messenger.  These rulers pursued 
corruption on earth.”49

Ibn Ḥazm devotes another famous treatise, “The Refutation (of Ibn al- 
Naghrīla, the Jew),” to decrying the socioeconomic and po liti cal positions 
assumed by Andalusi Jews and the prerogatives they attained  under the party- 
kings. He issues a dire warning to the religiously errant Andalusi Muslim 
elites that they  will share the wretched and accursed fate other wise reserved 
for the Jews and the notoriously rebellious Israelites in the ultimate biblical 
prooftext, Deuteronomy 28.50 By their association with the Jews, the trea-
tise also upbraids the ṭā’ifa rulers for additional ofenses against Islam and 
God, including their wanton materialism.51

 Later in the  century, the events that Spanish historiography deemed the 
beginning of the “Reconquista” imposed a new and even more problematic 
set of conditions upon the Muslims of al- Andalus, which called for a radical 
response. Reacting to the Castilian conquest of Toledo in 1085, the poet Abū 
Muḥammad ‘Abd Allāh al- Ghassāl (d. 1094) urges his fellow Andalusi Mus-
lims to abandon their vanquished city:

O  people of Andalusia, spur on your  horses, for
 staying  here is a drastic  mistake;
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Garments begin to unravel at the seams, but now I see
 that the peninsula is unraveling at the center.52

Was deserting regions formerly belonging to the polity of al- Andalus and 
the territory of Islamdom a properly Islamic answer? Mālikī authorities es-
poused an extremely stringent view on this question.53 As documented in 
the fatwa compendium of the sixteenth- century Maghribi jurist Aḥmad al- 
Wansharīsī, Andalusi and Maghribi jurists repeatedly insisted that Muslims 
“staying on” (Ar., mudajjan or ahl al- dajan; Sp., mudéjares, as they came to 
be called) in lands formerly within the polity of al- Andalus  were enjoined to 
abandon their homes and leave the country rather than accept subject status 
in the new Christian- dominated polity.54 But before the demise of al- Andalus 
was fully complete in 1492, many Andalusis would endeavor to resist and re-
volt rather than depart for Islamdom’s territory. According to the testimony 
of literary and historical sources, they repeatedly looked  toward the Maghrib 
for the solution to their sociopolitical- religious plight.

The entreaty to the Maghribi Berbers for military intervention with 
which al- Rundī’s poem concludes was not without impor tant historical pre-
ce dents  going back to al- Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbād of Seville’s reluctant appeal to 
the Almoravids near the end of the eleventh  century.55 On the evidence of 
that plea and Ibn Mardanīsh’s entreaty to Ḥafṣid Tunis for emergency aid to 
rescue besieged Valencia from James the Conqueror in 1238, it can be said 
that such requests conform to an explicit pattern in the history of al- 
Andalus.56 Yet, given the unstable po liti cal situation in thirteenth- century 
Marīnid Morocco, a state of afairs of which al- Rundī was certainly aware, 
it is difficult to conceive of the lament’s concluding supplication as eliciting 
or expecting much more than a  limited response from the Maghribis.57 Ac-
cordingly, the poem’s appeal for intervention should be viewed primarily as 
a rhetorical device and gesture associated with a conventional literary topos. 
In this re spect, al- Rundī’s elegy closely resembles Yā ḥimṣ a- qaṣduki l- maqduru 
(“O Seville, was it your predetermined fate?”), another Arabic dirge on the 
fall of Seville, attributed to Abū Mūsā b. Hārūn and addressed to the Al-
mohad ruler in Marrakesh.58 Its rhetorical strategy also prefigures that of 
the anonymous elegiac ode written in 1501, Salāmun karīmun dā’imin mutajad-
dadun (“A noble, enduring, ever- renewed peace do I attribute exclusively to 
his highness, the best of caliphs”), entreating the Ottoman sultan Bayazid II 
(r. 1481–1512) to intervene on behalf of the Muslims of Granada and its envi-
rons  after the fall of the Naṣrid kingdom in 1492.59 Such is the significance 
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of the chroniclers of al- Andalus from Ibn ‘Idhārī down to al- Maqqarī who 
intone a‘ādhahā llāh (“May God restore it to Islam”) or similar expressions of 
“restorative nostalgia” when referring to al- Andalus writ large or toponyms of 
formerly Andalusi cities and towns.60 The lament “Li- kulli shā’in” can thus 
be seen as signifying a gloomy poetic accommodation to the dispossession 
of Muslims and Islam from Andalusi territory. Such products of the literary 
imagination constructed a vanished world that exists only in memory but 
whose  imagined restoration is sought with hope against hope.

For all the attention that the nostalgic sensibility has received, we should 
not isolate its per sis tent turn in the Arabic elegy from other expressions of 
Andalusi exceptionalism to which it is closely related. Nostalgia’s rhetorical 
power rests not only on the ritualized reminiscence of experienced, remem-
bered, and  imagined loss but also— and, more particularly—on the commu-
nity’s recollection of exactly what was lost (as we read in al- Rundī’s poem) 
and, especially, what survived. The elegists’ wrenching yearning for formerly 
Andalusi cities and towns, their po liti cal and religious institutions, and out-
standing poets and scholars, and for the vanished or diminished religious 
and communal and social life evoked in the laments and documented in the 
Arabic historiographical tradition was dependent upon the previous tenth- 
century construction of Andalusi exceptionalism. From the eleventh  century 
onward, Andalusi Arabic literary tradition and its textual rifs on faḍā’il al- 
Andalus (“the virtues/merits of al- Andalus”) and mafākhir al- Andalus (“the 
praiseworthy qualities of al- Andalus”) continued to provide the substance in-
forming the Andalusis’ deep sense of loss and longing in the elegiac voice 
while justifying their claim to guardianship and ongoing practice of what 
made al- Andalus unique.

Let us now turn back to the seminal, quin tes sen tial yet idiosyncratic, 
and, in many quarters, notorious eleventh- century Andalusi literary and re-
ligious intellectual Ibn Ḥazm and his role, such as it is, in the history of the 
trope of Andalusi exceptionalism. Modern scholars frequently identify the 
polymath Ibn Ḥazm as the embodiment of what was unique about al- Andalus 
in classical Islamdom. While he never directly—or, at length— expressed the 
sentiment that al- Andalus and Andalusis  were exceptional, several of his 
works gesture in this direction and  were received as such by his readers.61 
Ibn Ḥazm, it should be recalled, once was fully immersed in Andalusi po-
liti cal life and, following his  father’s example, served as a court secretary- 
bureaucrat on several occasions. He is typically regarded as a staunch Umayyad 
loyalist. However, recent research identifies grounds for uncertainty regarding 
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Ibn Ḥazm’s apparently negotiable po liti cal commitments and calls his ori-
entation into question by connecting him as a young adult to a dedicated 
circle of ‘Āmirid activists.62 In any case, Ibn Ḥazm fled the turmoil of Cór-
doba in life- altering circumstances. His exile took him first to Valencia, from 
whence he wandered. He is next found imprisoned in Granada, and then back 
in and out of Córdoba and Játiva, and in Dénia and Almería, among other 
towns and cities. Curiously, and for reasons that remain unclear, Ibn Ḥazm 
always remained well within Andalusi territory, and, unlike many Andalusi 
religious intellectuals, he never performed the obligatory pilgrimage to the 
holy sites in the Hijāz, let alone set out on an eastward trek in quest of sa-
cred knowledge or spiritual refreshment.

Ibn Ḥazm’s celebrated treatise on the manners of love, Ṭawq al- ḥamāma 
fī l- ulfa wa- l- ullāf (The Dove’s Neck Ring), weaves personal reflections, au-
tobiographical anecdotes, portraits of other po liti cal and literary figures, and 
poignant lyr ics into a psychosocial and philosophical examination of friends 
and friendship and love and lovers within Ibn Ḥazm’s privileged, courtly mi-
lieu. The work includes an impor tant passage of direct interest to our sub-
ject. Appearing at the end of the chapter 24, devoted to the separation of 
lovers (al- Bayn), the passage represents a mournful prose- poetic depiction 
of and rumination on the devastation that befell Ibn Ḥazm’s own home in 
Córdoba in 1013 during the fitna.

One of  those arriving from Córdoba informed me when I inquired 
of him what happened  there that he had seen our home in Balāṭ 
Mughīth on the city’s western side: its traces  were eradicated, its 
features obliterated, its piazzas vanished, the rest disintegrated. It 
turned into desolate deserts from [a place of] liveliness, barren 
wastelands from [a place of] conviviality, shattered ruins from 
splendor, terrifying abysses from safe haven, places of shelter for 
wolves, instruments for ghouls, playgrounds for demons, and 
places for wild beasts instead of lion- like men and statuesque 
virgins whose hands shake of widespread kindness  until their 
unity came apart and they  were scattered to the four winds.  Those 
ornate salons,  those bedecked chambers that radiated like the sun, 
whose exquisite sight drove away anx i eties, now resemble ruins, 
complete destruction, like the gaping mouths of predatory beasts 
announcing the end of the world and showing you the destiny of 
its inhabitants and informing you of what  will become of all  those 
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you see abiding in it so that you  will withdraw completely from 
the world, just as once you renounced leaving it  behind.

Then I recalled my days in it and my delights  there, the 
months of my youth with voluptuous young  women the likes of 
which [even] a reserved young man would desire. I pictured them 
to myself  under the ground or in distant places and remote 
regions dispersed by the hand of exile, torn away by the claws of 
distance. I envisioned the destruction of that capital city that I 
had once known for its beauty and affluence and the established 
order in which I grew up, the emptiness of its courtyards, which 
had been congested with  people. I  imagined hearing the sound of 
the partridge and the owl over it instead of the bustle of the 
cohort among whom I was educated. Night would succeed day 
with movement of its residents and the meeting of its inhabitants; 
now day follows night in stillness and desolation. It brought tears 
to my eyes, inflicted pain in my heart, struck my innards with 
rocks, and compounded affliction in my core.63

This extended passage voices far more than the writer’s reflective nostalgia 
for the past, with its comforts and glories. Ibn Ḥazm interweaves impres-
sionistic recollections and melancholic feelings of a highly personal nature, 
what with his expression of angst on receiving the report about the physical 
remnants of his  family’s  grand estate. The news he receives from the Córdo-
ban traveler, perhaps a fellow exile, kindles the writer’s memories of his home’s 
surpassing beauty and luxuries, along with remembrance of its place of cen-
trality in the conduct of the vibrant social, cultural, and intellectual scene 
frequented by members of Córdoba’s aristocracy. Ibn Ḥazm recalls his home 
as open and closed, as a public as well as private urban space, as a space of 
desire and adab of the sort highly trea sured in Umayyad Córdoba, where it 
signified po liti cal, social, and cultural authority in the tenth and early elev-
enth centuries. While Ibn Ḥazm and other intellectual elites would have to 
reckon with the demise of unified po liti cal authority, they honored the sur-
vival of social and cultural authority in the Arab and Islamic character of 
Andalusis and their traditions of religious scholarship and literary produc-
tion. In so  doing, they turned memory into an inspiration for literary art 
and the uninterrupted Andalusi pursuit of sacred and scientific knowledge.

Even if we set aside the murky  matter of his  family’s own lineage (claiming 
clientage [mawlā] to the early Umayyads in the East) and when his ancestors 
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supposedly arrived in al- Andalus as significant  factors,64 Ibn Ḥazm was in-
tellectually invested in genealogical research. Recall that Arab genealogy 
was an impor tant Andalusi pursuit and form of cultural memory,  going back 
to Ibn Ḥabīb in the ninth  century. As discussed in Chapter 1, aristocratic 
Islamic genealogy was a critical source of Umayyad po liti cal and religious 
legitimacy and thus one of the foundational signs of Andalusi exceptional-
ism.65 Ibn Ḥazm’s impor tant work Jamharat ansāb al- ‘arab (Collection on 
the Genealogy of the Arabs) expands  those Islam- based genealogical par-
ameters. He identifies the Arab tribes that came to al- Andalus as conquerors 
at its outset and thereby establishes the Arab pedigree of significant figures 
in Andalusi history. Among the work’s many subjects, the roster detailing 
the Arabs’ kinship group practices and their elaborating their long history 
in al- Andalus is designed to confer nobility, ethnic continuity, and authen-
ticity on Andalusi society and Andalusis, even  after the downfall of the 
Umayyad state.66 In efect, in their fixation on ḥasab wa- nasab (“noble lin-
eage/descent”) through the practice of ‘ ilm al- nasab (“genealogical inquiry”), 
Andalusi Muslim elites sought Islamic legitimacy for internal purposes, out 
of sensitivity to questions about their own worthiness and preoccupation 
with what the Easterners thought of them.67 In the eleventh  century, Arab 
genealogy was sufficiently valuable as a source of legitimacy that the Zīrid 
Berbers of Granada manufactured one for themselves (the fabrication was dis-
puted by Ibn Ḥayyān), relying on  earlier traditions of the Berbers’ supposedly 
Shāmī (Levantine) or Ḥimyarī (Yemeni) Eastern origins.68

Andalusi literary intellectual Ibn Bassām al- Shantarīnī, who was forced 
to abandon his native town Santarém when it was overrun by Castilian forces 
in 1092, followed Ibn Ḥazm in privileging Arab- ness as a principal source of 
Andalusi virtuosity: “the noblest Arabs of the east conquered it [al- Andalus] 
and the chief armies of al- Shām and Iraq settled  there. Thus, their descen-
dants remained everywhere, with noble blood.”69 Al- Maqqarī also cites the 
twelfth- century Andalusi scholar Ibn Ghālib al- Gharnāṭī on the subject of 
the Andalusi character: “the  people of al- Andalus are of Arab lineage, honor, 
pride, high- mindedness, eloquence of the tongue, cheerfulness, avoidance 
of inequity, impatience in enduring humiliation, generosity, freedom, and 
the elimination of infamy,” explic itly linking their noble genealogy with their 
distinctive refinement in “clothing and food, cleanliness and purity, love of 
singing and partying, composing songs . . .  devotion to seeking knowledge, 
as well as his [the Andalusi’s] love of wisdom, philosophy, justice, and fair 
treatment.”70
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Ibn Ḥazm’s untitled risāla, apparently produced midlife and revised,71 
sketched the merits of al- Andalus by highlighting the intellectual achieve-
ments of Andalusis. It was the earliest literary work supposedly devoted to 
this subject that other authors touched upon in miscellaneous comments and 
addressed in vari ous passages of their works on other topics.72 Transmitted 
by al- Maqqarī, the text is introduced as “an epistle of Abī Muḥammad ibn 
Ḥazm, the Ḥāfiẓ [an honorific for one who has memorized the entire Qur an], 
recapping some of the excellences of the religious scholars of al- Andalus.”73 
It is widely known as Risāla fī faḍā’il ahl al- andalus (Epistle on the Merits of 
the  People of Andalus) or, as Ibn Khayr named it,74 Risāla fī faḍl al- andalus 
wa- dhikr rijālihā (Epistle on the Merits of al- Andalus and Remembrance of 
Its Men [of Learning]). For historical and literary- historical reasons, it is no 
accident that the first literary eforts to capture the cultural feats of al- 
Andalus date from the eleventh  century. As observed in Chapter 2, regard-
ing the special case of Jerusalem, the genre represented an Andalusi 
manifestation of a broader cultural phenomenon in the lands of Islam: pride 
in local or regional character and place in Islamdom was textualized in the 
production of faḍā’il lit er a ture. Muslim literary intellectuals increasingly in-
terested in attachment to their local and regional homelands commenced 
producing texts devoted to boasting of the noteworthy virtues and excellences 
of their own waṭan and its inhabitants. By the time Ibn Ḥazm sketched An-
dalusi scholarly and cultural achievements, the faḍā’il genre, to which his 
readers assigned the Risāla, had become a conventional literary vehicle for 
showcasing the singular religious, scholarly, or cultural merits of cities across 
an increasingly urbanized Islamdom. The genre’s appearance and popularity 
during the tenth and eleventh centuries also draws upon a long- standing Ar-
abic rhetorical penchant for juxtaposing competing claims and voices in 
several literary forms.75

According to the text’s account, Ibn Ḥazm composed the epistle in re-
sponse to reading a letter he came upon in a private library while attending 
a majlis at the home of an illustrious colleague, Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. 
Isḥāq al- Muhallabī al- Isḥāqī.76 The instigating letter was authored by Ibn 
Rabīb al- Tamīmī al- Qayrawānī and addressed to Abū l- Mughīra ibn Ḥazm, 
‘Alī’s distinguished, intellectually gifted cousin and eventual rival. In the mis-
sive, Ibn Rabīb extols al- Andalus as “the depth of excellence, the wellspring 
of all that is good, the gist of all that is exquisite, and the trough of all trea-
sures, the maxima of the desirous’ hopes, and the utmost of the seekers’ 
wishes.”77 But Ibn Rabīb al- Tamīmī indicts Andalusis for failing to dedicate 
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themselves to extolling the virtues of their country and its residents in a lit-
erary work detailing the history of its prominent scholars’ accomplishments 
and achievements and its rulers’ exploits.78

Ibn Ḥazm ostensibly takes up the challenge in a short tract (eventually 
dispatched to his friend Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. Isḥāq al- Muhallabī al- 
Isḥāqī, the host of the majlis) that partially follows the schema occasioned 
by Ibn Rabīb’s condemnation of the Andalusis’ negligence. But Ibn Ḥazm 
rejects Ibn Rabīb’s premise that Andalusis alone  were indiferent to the task 
of praising their own traditions. Instead, Ibn Ḥazm seizes the opportunity 
to respond in the ser vice of his own, somewhat ambiguous, agenda. Follow-
ing  earlier faḍā’il texts on the religious merits of impor tant cities in Islam-
dom such as Mecca and Jerusalem, he cites Islamic traditions. He includes a 
famous hadith in which Muḥammad foretold the conquest of an unnamed 
country that Ibn Ḥazm identifies as al- Andalus by “our ancestors, the 
mujāhidīn, whom the Prophet described as ‘kings on [their] thrones’ ” (al- 
mulūk ‘alā l- usra).79  Because it establishes al- Andalus’s classical Islamic bona 
fides, for Ibn Ḥazm this prophetic report “would be sufficient an honor to 
gladden now and delight in the  future.”80 In the next passage, Ibn Ḥazm 
supplements Islamic tradition’s high regard for al- Andalus,  going back to the 
Prophet Muḥammad by citing the assessment of climatic theory (discussed 
in Chapter 1). The peninsula’s favorable climatic location explains the An-
dalusis’ intellectual aptitude and their forte for inquiry in all Islamic disci-
plines and the arts and sciences. The theme signals a discursive shift 
characteristic of the cultural turn of Andalusi exceptionalism from the elev-
enth  century on. “Córdoba, the city of my birth, is located in the same clime 
as Samarra. Our intelligence and sharpness of mind are conditioned by the 
geo graph i cal situation of our climatic zone. . . .  Al- Andalus is more privi-
leged than most other countries. . . .  The Andalusis have developed a mas-
tery for the Islamic sciences such as reading and expounding the Qur an, 
hadith studies and a  great deal of Islamic jurisprudence; they have exhibited 
astuteness for Arabic grammar, poetry, lexicography, history, medicine, 
mathe matics, and astronomy.”81

Following an excursus on the use of patronymics in Islamic society, the 
missive turns to a rhetorically apol o getic demonstration that Andalusis  were 
not the only  people in Islamdom that hitherto failed to devote a work to 
memorializing achievements associated with their cities and country. Next 
the epistle registers Ibn Ḥazm’s assessment of his fellow Andalusis’ envious 
reception or dismissal of his own cultural products, first citing the proverbial 
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and universal nature of this experience. In this extended excursus, Ibn 
Ḥazm deems the Andalusis’ temperament characteristically haughty by God’s 
design. It predisposed them to judge  others’ cultural products harshly. De-
spite such psychological and social impediments, Andalusi thinkers and writ-
ers nevertheless have composed works of surpassing beauty.82 Ibn Ḥazm, a 
habitually aggrieved, underappreciated, and alienated literary and religious 
intellectual, was, of course, speaking from considerable personal experience.83 
The irony of his complaint would not be lost on his readers, who have reck-
oned him, by turns, arrogant, petulant, self- aggrandizing, and irascible.

It is worth recalling Ibn Ḥazm’s oft- cited qaṣīda vaunting his intellec-
tual preeminence in which the poet airs his grievance regarding his under-
whelming reception as a thinker and writer in his homeland.

I am the sun which shines in the heavens of science,
Although my only fault was to be born in the West;
For if the light of my science appeared in the East,
Surely all would then boast as if it  were their own
Of the prestige which none accords me  here.
My loving soul reaches out to Iraq,
For it is no won der that the passionate lover
Desires with dejected longing to join his beloved!
If in God’s merciful commands it  were written
That I should be exiled forever to the land of Iraq,
Then my countrymen would begin to mourn and weep for me.
How many think I am contemptible, while they have me near,
Yet if they  were to lose me would gladly seek my doctrine in the 
books of Orient! . . .
Truth to tell, a country which  will not even let me live
Is too small for me, far though its horizons
Of gardens and wastelands may extend!84

Lamenting the poet’s reception and therefore the circumstance of his birth 
and place in the Islamic West, the complaint employs a conventional motif 
of neoclassical Arabic poetry— the passionate lover is spurned by his beloved. 
However, the theme’s execution is ambiguous: the poet longs for Iraq only 
 because he is rejected by his countrymen.  Because of the rhetorical opposi-
tion of West to East, the poem ostensibly strikes the reader as an ironic ad-
mission of the primacy of the East over the West. Yet the text’s ambiguity 
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expresses ambivalence  toward the estranged poet’s homeland and especially 
its inhabitants for repudiation of their self- styled shining light.

To return to the Risāla: fi nally, well into the body of the text, Ibn Ḥazm 
reaches the crux of the work’s supposed raison d’être, for which it became 
known and acquired its title: evidence of the merits of Andalusis and al- 
Andalus. He first surveys the key figures in Andalusi religious scholarship 
and their achievements in all the Islamic sciences, beginning with Mālikī 
jurisprudence, Quranic commentaries, hadith, and Arabic grammar and lex-
icography, before turning to sketches of the Andalusi contribution to po-
etry, historiography, biographical dictionaries and works of genealogy, and 
briefer notices on medicine, philosophy, mathe matics, and theology. In nearly 
 every case, the Andalusis’ accomplishments are compared with the high stan-
dards of their Eastern rivals in each of the disciplines and are found, with-
out exception, to mea sure up to their models, despite how far al- Andalus 
lies geo graph i cally removed from the “source from which knowledge flows 
and from the locale of the scholars,” as the author reiterates near the end of 
the work.85

David Wasserstein discerns that the Risāla hardly reads as a genuine trib-
ute to the merits of Andalusis and the excellence of al- Andalus—he sug-
gests that it might represent a work in pro gress and characterizes it “basically, 
as we have it, just a list”— notwithstanding the titles or descriptions that its 
editors and transmitters assigned the work. Furthermore, Wasserstein in-
sightfully observes: “Ibn Ḥazm was in a position to be conscious that al- 
Andalus had some sort of special identity within the medieval Islamic 
world. . . .  We might have expected Ibn Ḥazm,  because of his background, 
somehow to be part of the Andalusi equivalent or anticipation of that, to 
reflect in his writing something of that awareness of that special character. 
This risāla indeed forms part of our impression of al- Andalus as having that 
special character, but it must be said that does so merely  because we have it, 
not  because of any special virtues that it incarnates itself.”86 However, the 
titles that the Risāla acquired, predicated partly on the word faḍl appearing 
at the beginning of the letter, tell us that this is exactly how  later authors 
received the work and how they proposed to read it.

Ibn Ḥazm’s letter efectively germinated the genre of faḍā’il al- andalus, 
whose literary genealogy includes two impor tant thirteenth- century authors. 
Writing during the Almohad age in response to very dif er ent socioreligious 
and po liti cal circumstances from what Ibn Ḥazm confronted, Ismā‘īl ibn 
Muḥammad al- Shaqundī (d. 1231 or 1232) renewed the Andalusi formulation 



98 Chapter 3

of this Arabic literary tradition. His Risāla fī faḍl al- Andalus (Treatise on the 
Merit of al- Andalus) is regarded as the more artistically accomplished adab 
work on the subject.87 Al- Shaqundī was followed by Ibn Sa‘īd al- Maghribī 
(1213–1286), a poet, geographer, and historian of the post- Almohad period, 
who also compiled Rāyāt al- mubarrizīn wa- ghāyāt al- mumayyizīn, the de-
lightful collection of Andalusi and Maghribi Arabic lyr ics cited above. Ibn 
Sa‘īd’s contribution to Andalusi faḍā’il lit er a ture takes the explicit form of 
an addendum to Ibn Ḥazm. Picking up where his pre de ces sor left of and 
bringing the rec ord of Andalusi achievement first in the Islamic sciences and 
then in lit er a ture, linguistics, geography,  music, medicine, and philosophy 
down to his own time: “I  will provide a supplement to [the epistle of] Abū 
Muḥammad ibn Ḥazm, the wazīr and ḥāfiẓ, on the praises of the  people of 
al- Andalus.”88 By contrast with Andalusi figures of the eleventh  century con-
cerned over the status of a po liti cally splintered al- Andalus and the stature 
of Andalusis in light of per sis tent Eastern ste reo typical views of them and 
their country, al- Shaqundī and Ibn Sa‘īd cast their comparative critical scru-
tiny on the Maghrib and what they deem the significant superiority of Arab 
over Berber culture.89 Then, in the  fourteenth  century, the  great Naṣrid court 
historian Ibn al- Khaṭīb devoted two rhymed prose works on the virtues of 
Andalusi cities relative to their Maghribi counter parts: Mufākhara bayna 
mālaqa wa- salā (Boasting Match Between Malaga and Salé); and the maqāma 
Mi‘yār al- ikhtiyār fī dhikr al- ma‘āhid wa- l- diyār (The Mea sure of Superiority 
in Mentioning Homes and Abodes), although not without ambivalence of 
the intimate connection between the two lands that he personally experi-
enced.90 In Ibn Khaṭīb’s case, the genre’s origins as a literary and rhetorical 
exercise are manifestly clear, especially in the title of the first work, unlike 
Ibn Ḥazm’s Risāla or the contributions by al- Shaqundī and Ibn Sa‘īd.

Each of  these works represents agile literary responses to problematic 
images of Andalusis and al- Andalus in Islamic history and society. In an es-
say devoted to that subject, Manuela Marín observes that from the turn of 
the twelfth  century on, the Andalusis came to be regarded widely as a mili-
tarily inferior and efete  people subject to Christian or Maghribi rule. She 
notes the contrast between this reputation with “a set of general traits that 
Andalusis applied to themselves. In this re spect it is in ter est ing to note that 
the mafākhir al- Andalus texts written in al- Andalus emphasize the cultural 
production of the country. For the authors of  these texts, the glories of al- 
Andalus are its poets and scholars, who compare favorably with poets and 
scholars from the Islamic East. Andalusis  were naturally inclined to poetry 
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and lit er a ture, a characteristic emphasized in many texts.”91 Was what I have 
categorized Andalusi exceptionalism’s “cultural turn”  really the consequence 
of the “Andalusi character,” a ramification of geo graph i cal determinism, as 
the primary sources relate? Or was it an ideological contrivance and cultural 
construction designed to bolster self- esteem and recoup some relevance in 
Islamdom? We have seen that it became essential for Andalusi literary intel-
lectuals to invest themselves in the trope of their refined literary and cul-
tural predominance in counterpoint to their increasingly fragile and dire 
sociopo liti cal situation.92 Muslim literary intellectuals sought to allay their 
experience of a decentered al- Andalus by reinforcing their sense of the 
uniqueness and superiority of Andalusi culture, that is, through advertising 
the uncommonly significant merits of Andalusis through building upon the 
remembrance of al- Andalus past, its  people’s potent genealogy, intellectual 
and literary brilliance, and the godsend blessings of the land. A case in point 
is al- Maqqarī’s citation of a passage from al- Mushib fī akhbār al- maghrib (The 
Elaborate [Tract] of Accounts of the West) by the Andalusi geographer al- 
Hijārī (d. 1155), to this efect: “Al- Andalus is the Iraq of the West in might 
of genealogy and refinement of adab, in engaging the vari ous sciences and 
mastering prose and poetry. . . .  They are most gifted among humankind in 
poetry insofar as God, may He be exalted, blessed their country with abun-
dance and placed before their eyes trees, rivers, fowls, and goblets.”93

Historically, then, Ibn Ḥazm’s Risāla set an agenda, however imperfectly, 
that was addressed in literary genres besides faḍā’il al- Andalus. For example, 
it was taken up by Ṣā‘id al- Andalusi of Toledo, a near- contemporary of Ibn 
Ḥazm. Ṣā‘id accentuates the Andalusi contribution to scientific study in the 
penultimate and extensive section of his biographical dictionary on the his-
tory of science Ṭabaqāt al- umam (Categories of the Nations).94 The place-
ment and length of the unit devoted to Andalusi mathematicians, astronomers, 
physicians, thinkers, and scholars of other related disciplines and the Islamic 
sciences identify the impor tant place they occupy in the history of science as 
the tract’s raison d’être. Naturally, the Umayyad caliphal epoch is empha-
sized,  until po liti cal disorder undermined its support for scientific research. 
The author’s party- kingdom period registers a significant number of accom-
plished scientists across the disciplines, despite Ṣā’id’s own complaint regard-
ing the ṭā’ifa rulers’ diminished interest in scientific inquiry. For good 
mea sure, Ṭabaqāt al- umam’s final section highlights the Jewish contribution 
(al- ‘ulūm fī banī isrā’īl) to  these branches of knowledge.  Because it concen-
trates almost entirely on the Jews of al- Andalus— and on mostly recent or 
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con temporary scholars, to boot— this concluding part also signals the book’s 
chauvinistic agenda.95 In similar fashion, al- Maqqarī devotes a chapter of 
Nafḥ al- ṭīb to Andalusi Jewish Arabic poets and another to Muslim  women 
poets, intimating that the Andalusi endowment for literary excellence tran-
scended the bound aries of its religious communities, and even gender.96 For 
that  matter, we can consider the long chain of religious intellectuals (from 
Ibn Ḥārith al- Khushanī [d. 971], Ibn al- Faraḍī [d. 1013], Ibn Bashkuwāl [d. 
1183], Ibn ‘Abbār [d. 1260], Ibn al- Zubayr [d. 1306], and Ibn ‘Abd al- Malik 
al- Marrākushī [d. 1303]) who compiled biographical dictionaries of Anda-
lusi ‘ulamā’ and fuqahā’, frequently completing the work of pre de ces sors, a 
significant demonstration of the vitality of Andalusi Islamic intellectual life. 
While reflecting a normative literary practice across Islamdom, the biograph-
ical dictionaries mark an interest in the provincial and indigenous, as op-
posed to the general or universal in writing the history of Islamic scholars 
and scholarship.97

At monumental length, Ibn Bassām al- Shantarīnī endeavored to pro-
vide for his readers the glorious substance of Andalusi adab. In the pro cess, 
he demonstrates what it means be an Andalusi literary intellectual, repre-
senting himself as a guardian of the classical Andalusi cultural heritage who 
retains its authority to define Andalusi- ness,  matters of no apparent interest 
to Ibn Ḥazm’s Risāla.98 Ibn Bassām relates in the introduction that he pro-
duced al- Dhakhīra fi maḥāsin ahl al- jazīra, a work that represents an outstand-
ing textualization of the cultural turn of Andalusi exceptionalism, precisely 
to express the highest regard for the Andalusis’ esteemed cultural accom-
plishments: “I have set forth this compilation which I have called Trea sury of 
the Merits of the  People of the (Andalusi) Peninsula, regarding the won ders of 
their learning and the marvels of their prose and poetry, that which is sweeter 
than the hushed talk of lovers.”99 Of course, Andalusi learning and its repu-
tation as a land of scholarship  were dependent on books and libraries  going 
back to al- Ḥakam II’s renowned collection, which also served as a vis i ble ma-
terial and symbolic sign of “Andalusi greatness.” Accordingly, Ibn Bassām 
relates that the library of the Almerían Ibn ‘Abbās was as impressive as the 
caliphal library.100

Al- Dhakhīra also turns defensive in combative response to the pervasive 
sense of the imitative, derivative nature of Andalusi culture and al- Andalus’s 
systemic elision from a position of prominence in Islamdom. Notwithstand-
ing the introduction, wherein he sets out the purpose of the work, Ibn Bassām 
admonishes his Andalusi readers for their reputation for slavish dependence 
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on the East. In the following stinging rebuke he chastises the Andalusis for 
failing to re spect their own traditions: “The  people of  these lands refuse but 
to follow in the footsteps of the Easterners. . . .  If a crow should croak in 
 those lands, or flies home somewhere in Syria or Iraq, they would kneel be-
fore the latter as before an idol and treat the crowing of the former as an 
authoritative text. . . .  I was enraged by all this, and was full of disdain for 
such an attitude, so I took it upon myself to portray the merits of my own 
time, and to follow up the achievements of the  people of my country. Who-
ever, I wished I knew, restricted learning to a par tic u lar time, and made [lit-
erary] excellence an Eastern preserve.”101 Indeed, Ibn Bassām dutifully 
transmitted traditions reflecting the Easterners’ severe opinions  toward their 
Western counter parts. He cites the philologist Abū ‘Alī al- Baghdādī (Abū 
‘Alī Ismā‘īl ibn al- Qāsim al- Qālī; 901–967), a resident of Baghdad who made 
his way to al- Andalus at the invitation of al- Ḥakam II: al- Qālī judged the 
 people of Qayrawān and al- Andalus to be ignorant and lacking in under-
standing.102

Despite the Easterners’ preconceived ideas about them, Andalusi liter-
ary intellectuals like Ibn Bassām refused to be defined by outsiders: they alone 
would control the signifiers of al- Andalus and Andalusi culture. Ibn Bassām’s 
con temporary Abū Naṣr al- Fatḥ ibn Khāqān (d. ca. 1134) authored two rival 
anthologies, one of which partially survived. In Maṭmaḥ al- anfus wa- masraḥ 
al- ta’annus fī mulaḥ ahl al- andalus (The Aspiring Place for Souls and the Pas-
ture for Familiarity), Ibn Khāqān levels his own complaint about, and in-
tention to redress, the relative obscurity to which Andalusi poetry is confined, 
compared with that of the East.103 For that  matter we can read the suite of 
Andalusi Arabic literary anthologies, several incorporating Maghribi au-
thors from the Almohad period, produced during the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries by Ibn Bassām, Ibn Khāqān, Ibn Qaṭṭā‘ (d. 1121), Ibn Idrīs 
(d. 1202), Ibn Diḥya (d. 1235), al- Būnisī (d. 1253), and Ibn Sa‘īd (compiler of 
Rāyāt al- mubarrizīn cited above), among  others, as signs of the cultural 
turn in enhancing and promulgating Andalusi (and Maghribi including 
Sicilian) self- esteem based on the Islamic West’s extensive literary artistic 
achievements.104

Andalusi Arabic literary historians also devoted themselves to con-
tinuous cultivation of the distinctively Andalusi strophic poetic forms, the 
muwashshaḥ and zajal. For example, the aforementioned historiographer 
Ibn al- Khaṭīb produced the second most impor tant anthology of Anda-
lusi muwashshaḥāt.105 And Abū l- Khaṭṭab ibn Diḥya, the aforementioned 
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thirteenth- century Andalusi literary historian who left for Baghdad, famously 
asserted that “the muwashshaḥ is the cream of poetry and its choicest pearl; 
it is the genre in which the  people of the West excelled over  those of the 
East.”106  These distinctively Andalusi strophic forms, their unique thematic 
repertoire, their introduction of new personae and voices into Arabic lit er a-
ture, and the muwashshaḥ’s postclassical form, “unorthodox” linguistic mix 
of the classical and vernacular, along with its frequent translingualism, rep-
resented a living Andalusi poetic and musical tradition that transcended tem-
poral and geographic bound aries. The muwashshaḥ captured the attention 
and appreciation of the Egyptian scholar Ibn Sanā’ l- Mulk (d. 1211), who be-
came its first anthologist and most impor tant theorist. The introduction to 
his treatise Dār al- ṭirāz (The House of Embroidery) refers to the muwashshaḥ 
as a trea sure that the West has shared with the East, the “panache of the 
Age, enchantment of Babylon, amber of al- Shikhr, aloe wood of India, wine 
of al- Qufṣ, golden ore of the Maghrib.”107

The motif of al- Andalus’s agricultural bounty and the land’s extraordi-
nary beauty, discussed in Chapter 1, also found a conventional poetic outlet 
in the production of Andalusi Arabic “nature,” “garden,” and floral poetry 
(nawriyyāt).108 For example, Abū l- Walīd al- Ḥimyarī (1020–1042) assembled 
a collection of such poems, Al- Badī‘ fī waṣf al- rabī‘ (Rhetorical Figures of 
Speech in the [Poetic] Description of Spring), and dedicated it to the founder 
of the ‘Abbādid Seville, supposedly “to prove that the Andalusian litterateurs 
had attained a higher degree of perfection than the Eastern writers.” This 
anthology thus explic itly links floral imagery and highly rhetorical ornate 
style with a ṭā’ifa po liti cal dynasty. In the work’s introduction, al- Ḥimyarī 
complains about widespread sentiment that Eastern Arabic poetry always 
merits notice over Western verse.109 Yet, like all Andalusi poets, he was an 
ardent consumer of the former himself.110 Nature was not a new theme in 
Arabic verse. Andalusi poets avidly and expertly cultivated this subject as a 
segment in the polythematic qaṣīda and as a semi- independent genre. A few 
poems, such as the following lyric by Ibn Khafāja, explic itly consider the di-
vinely bestowed richness of the Andalusi landscape, even as it suggests po-
etically a possibly ominous sociopo liti cal  future:

O  people of al- Andalus! God grant you abundance:
  water and shade and rivers and trees.
No garden of paradise but your homes;
 if I had a choice I would take you.
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 After this do not fear to enter hell;
  after paradise you  will not enter the fire.111

 Whether we read it as pride of place, provincialism, chauvinism, apol o-
getic, and defensive, or as authorizing a culturally power ful sense of Andalusi- 
ness in counterpoint to its po liti cal fragmentation and weakness, beginning 
in the eleventh  century, comments and occasional passages about the merits 
of Andalusis and won ders of al- Andalus past and pre sent  were embedded in 
Andalusi Arabic texts of virtually  every genre. Gestures to the greatness of 
al- Andalus and Andalusis are found in texts of such disparate literary char-
acter as the work of the sociologist- anthropologist Ibn Khaldūn, for whom 
“the Andalusis are found to have a sharpness of intellect, a nimbleness of 
body, and a receptivity for instruction such as no one  else has”112 and in imag-
inative texts such as al- Saraqusṭī ibn al- Ashtarkūnī’s (d. 1143) Al- Maqāmāt 
al- luzūmiyya. The “Maqāma of the Berbers” in number 41 captures the trope 
vividly. The narrator al- Sā’ib ibn Tammām, who appears in this maqāma as 
an Arab from the East, reflects on Andalusis and al- Andalus as a place of 
desire from the vantage of Tangier across the Strait: “I had heard of the land 
of al- Andalus and of its culture, its festivities, and its refinement, and I had 
come to long for it with the longing of a passionate lover, and would have 
given old and valuable possessions in exchange for it. The qualities I observed 
in its inhabitants used to delight me, and the virtues I came to expect from 
its best and finest citizens used to please me, even though I had met only its 
newly weaned, rather than its experienced young camels, and merely viewed 
the foot of its summit.”113 It is worth observing that the maqāma narrator 
typically is identified with strong ties to a par tic u lar place, even as he travels 
widely in Islamdom, as opposed to his counterpart, the trickster- rogue fig-
ure with ties to no place, who makes an appearance in  every place.  Here, the 
figure of the narrator, al- Sā’ib ibn Tammām, is characterized as an Eastern 
Arab eagerly seeking passage to al- Andalus from North Africa. James Mon-
roe ofers a brilliant reading of this maqāma—of one of four maqāmāt that 
he detects as explic itly related to the author’s resolute identification with al- 
Andalus and its culture—as a critique of Andalusi disdain for Berbers. He 
reads it as a call for unity of the Islamic umma of the Maghrib and al- Andalus 
in the face of Castile- León’s encroachment on Islamic territory, such as we 
have noted in vari ous Andalusi city elegies.114

The cultural turn of the trope of Andalusi exceptionalism left an indel-
ible imprint on how al- Andalus and Andalusis would be remembered in 



104 Chapter 3

Islamdom. It survived down to al- Maqqarī in the seventeenth  century, with 
the Naṣrid minister court historian and polymath Ibn al- Khaṭīb as the most 
impor tant intermediary. The anonymous fourteenth- century Marīnid dy-
nastic chronicle Al- Dhakhīra al- saniyya fī ta’rīkh al- dawla al- marīniyya 
(The Resplendent Trea sure of the History of the Marīnid State) is a notable 
Maghribi text. The Marīnids’ self- constructed legitimacy also imposed re-
sponsibility on them to engage in defensive jihad on behalf of Andalusi 
Muslims, an obligation that they dutifully performed during the Castilian 
Mudejar revolt of 1264–1266. Note how the court historian rehearses for his 
Maghribi patrons the second and third forms of the trope idealizing the 
wealth, refinement, religious knowledge, and intellectual and cultural achieve-
ments of Córdoba in the context of Marīnid support for their Andalusi al-
lies, the Naṣrids of Granada:

The capital city of Córdoba, since the island of Andalus was 
conquered, has been the highest of the high, the further of the 
far, the place of the standard, the  mother of towns; the abode of 
the good and godly, the homeland of wisdom, its beginning and 
its end; the heart of the land, the fount of science, the dome of 
Islam, the seat of the imam; the home of right reasoning, the 
garden of the fruits of ideas, of the earth and the banners of 
the age, the cavaliers of poetry and prose. Out of it have come pure 
compositions and exquisite compilations. And the reason for this, 
and for the distinction of its  people before and since, as compared 
to  others, is that the horizon encompasses none but the seekers 
and searchers  after all the vari ous kinds of knowledge and 
refinement, Most of the  people of the country are noble Arabs 
from the East who conquered it, lords of the troops of Syria and 
Iraq who settled  there, so that their descendants remain in each 
district as a noble race. Hardly a town lacks a skilled writer, a 
compelling poet, who, has he praised it, the least would have been 
 great.115

We have seen the how eleventh-  and twelfth- century Andalusi intellec-
tual elites represented themselves as unnerved by an acute sense of insecu-
rity and powerlessness within Islamdom and by the Easterners’ unaltered 
views of the marginality and relative inconsequentiality of al- Andalus. To 
compensate for this state of afairs, the Andalusis immersed themselves in 



 The Cultural Turn 105

narrating the history they remembered. They continued to depict Umayyad 
al- Andalus as a lush and fertile land capable of sustaining an affluent, reli-
giously pious, and singularly idyllic Arabo- Islamic community that was en-
dowed with a gift for rigorous intellectual inquiry and artistic production.

Whereas the unified Islamic polity vanished, the prosperity and cultural 
productivity of the ṭā’ifa kingdoms endured  until the turn of the twelfth 
 century and subsequently in dif er ent forms  under Almoravid and Almohad 
rule. Even as Andalusi poets of the period  were drawn to voicing conven-
tional expressions of reflective and restorative nostalgia for what was lost, 
impor tant scholars documented the outstanding cultural achievements of the 
past. More significantly,  these literary intellectuals kept alive the practice and 
production of Andalusi adab traditions in all its forms. They promoted the 
idea that al- Andalus had been, and continued to be, the repository of  great 
learning and magnificent cultural production despite its ruptured polity and 
geographic remove from the heartland of Islamdom. In so  doing, they man-
ufactured continuity between who Andalusis  were in the past and, more-
over, who they  were in the pre sent, and instituted an adab- based, empowering, 
virtual ‘aṣabiyya (group cohesion), to borrow Ibn Khaldūn’s indispensable 
concept of social solidarity.116

The eleventh and twelfth centuries thus proved to be most critical in 
the history of Andalusi exceptionalism. The per sis tence of the cultural turn 
traced in this chapter produced the longest enduring inflection of the trope. 
Its echoes continued to resonate down to the early modern age, to moder-
nity, and into the pre sent and  were expanded to incorporate additional ele-
ments of Andalusi intellectual life deemed unique in retrospect, a distinctively 
Andalusi philosophical- theological orientation, including a peculiar blend of 
philosophy and Sufism and unconventional scientific orientations such as 
anti- Ptolemaic astronomy.117 In Robert Edwards’s words, we might say that 
the trope endeavors “to rediscover and enact the values that are presumed to 
have governed the original order.”118 In reaching back to that lived, remem-
bered, and then increasingly  imagined past, the trope of Andalusi exception-
alism proj ects for Andalusis and  those who identify with them a religiously, 
intellectually, and aesthetically power ful character rooted in an alluring vi-
sion of al- Andalus and its  people throughout its history and long  after its 
demise. The same can be said of Sefarad and Sefardi Jews, to whose dis-
courses we return in Chapter 4.



C h a p t e r   4

The Jerusalemite Exile That Is in Sefarad
Sefardi Exceptionalism  

(Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries)

In the days of Ḥasdai (ibn Shaprūṭ) the Nasi, the poets began to 
chirp, and in the days of R. Samuel the Nagid, they burst into 
song.

—Abraham ibn Daud

They say: “The  people of Sefarad have discovered  
the won ders of concealed knowledge.”

—Solomon ibn Gabirol

By the eleventh  century, the fluid nature of the Andalusi Jews’ affiliation with 
the Eastern rabbinical academies discussed in Chapter 2— pseudo- dependence 
turned virtual in de pen dence— was not a pressing issue of concern for  either 
party. The Andalusis continued to engage the leaders of Iraqi academies with 
due reverence and financial support but increasingly more as respectful equals 
than as constituents seeking guidance, at least  until  after the death of Hayya 
Gaon in 1038. In exchange, the Eastern geonim showered Andalusi notables 
with grandiose titles that they alone  were authorized to bestow at the time. 
Andalusi Muslims had to cope with an unpre ce dented sociopo liti cal situa-
tion with the demise of the Umayyad state and its replacement by compet-
ing party- kingdoms, followed by even greater trauma and loss in 1085. By 
comparison, the sociopo liti cal and religious condition of the Jews of eleventh- 
century al- Andalus and their cognitive- imaginative map of Sefarad remained 
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relatively stable. In any case, Andalusi Jews  were long accustomed to life as 
a religious minority in diasporic lands; and they inherited a long tradition of 
reflecting on and responding to their circumstance in vari ous discourses.1

In Chapter 2, we read how tenth- century Andalusi Jewish elites led and 
sponsored by Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ came to conceive of and represent Sefarad 
as an exceptional place inhabited by an incomparable community of Jews. 
What did the tenth- century invention of Sefardi exceptionalism portend in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries for communal and intellectual elites, who 
also received the complex bundle of Jewish traditions regarding exile, Jeru-
salem, and redemption— traditions embedded in the canonical texts of rab-
binic prayer recited daily as well as encoded in numerous religious practices? 
How did Andalusi Jewish communal and intellectual elites of the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries frame discursively their traditional devotional longing 
for restoration to the Land of Israel with their real- world connection to and 
afection for Sefarad? And how did they receive Ibn Shaprūṭ’s eforts to rep-
resent the Jews of Sefarad as uniquely privileged among the Jewish commu-
nities of Mediterranean and other lands?

In posing  these questions, I direct attention to a discrete manifestation 
of the conflicts that  were a source of creative tension in Andalusi Jewish cul-
ture and that defined this Jewish subcultural communal, religious, and in-
tellectual elite in an Islamic polity. I am referring to the territorial dimension 
of the Jews’ complex loyalties and commitments and their competing 
geographical- cultural orientations. How did the Andalusi Jews’ discourse, 
regarding their impassioned attachment to Sefarad, exist in creative rivalry 
with their textual expressions of pious devotional longing for the Land of 
Israel, a place most of them never saw except through the parallax imagina-
tive lens of their sacred tradition and per for mance of their liturgical rituals? 
How does the geographical- literary imagination inflect  these competing 
tropes in Andalusi Jewish culture, meditating the relation of their “exile in 
Sefarad” to space?2

Previous scholarship regarding Andalusi Jewish geographical- cultural 
orientation ofers three fundamental approaches to  these questions: acknowl-
edging the Andalusi Jews’ fulsome commitment to Sefarad; portraying 
them as living with the apparent contradiction; and highlighting the im-
portance of  those figures who turned away from dedication to life in Sefarad, 
what ever its benefits, in  favor of renewed religious devotion to the spiritual 
value of living in the Land of Israel with or without certainty of the immi-
nence of the messianic age. Speaking as a nineteenth- century German Jewish 
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intellectual possessed by a deep attachment to his own country, its lan-
guage, and culture, Heinrich Graetz quaintly defined the Jews’ ties to medi-
eval Iberia this way: “The Jewish inhabitants of this happy peninsula [Iberia] 
contributed by their hearty interest to the greatness of the country, which 
they loved as only a fatherland can be loved.”3 Gerson Cohen underscored 
the Andalusi Jews’ attachment to Sefarad with greater nuance but no less 
boldly than Graetz. In his reading of Abraham ibn Daud’s twelfth- century 
chronicle of Jewish tradition, Sefer ha- qabbalah, Cohen observed that the An-
dalusi Jewish elite “tried to live as though Andalus could become a second 
Palestine or its surrogate, and Granada and Seville latter- day Jerusalems.”4 
At the same time, Cohen notes “the constant and passionate prayer for a re-
turn to the Holy Land that is echoed incessantly in the poetry of Andalus.” 
According to Cohen, the two themes expressed in Andalusi Hebrew poetry 
(attachment to life in Sefarad while longing for the Land of Israel) and the 
cultural approaches informing them “ were by no means mutually exclusive. 
The traditional messianic dream was a religious dogma that would be ef-
fected by God in His good time. In the meanwhile, a surrogate program 
could be translated into real ity in Andalus as it had been in previous centu-
ries in Babylonia.”5

Samuel the Nagid (d. 1056) and Moses ibn Ezra (d. ca.  after 1138), two of 
the four Andalusi Hebrew poets regarded by tradition and cultural history 
as the period’s preeminent literary artists, are said to represent authoritative 
voices of a definitive tilt  toward Sefarad among eleventh-  and twelfth- century 
Jewish intellectuals. The Nagid is said to  favor Sefarad  because he was so 
immersed in the Andalusi po liti cal, sociocultural, and Jewish communal 
scene and Ibn Ezra  because he yearned nostalgically for his former home in 
Granada and its intellectually minded Arabic- speaking cultural environment 
while he languished as a miserable exile in the Christian Iberian kingdoms. 
By contrast, in Cohen’s interpretive scheme, Judah Halevi’s (d. 1141) even-
tual turn in text and deed  toward a stricter Jewish piety in the twelfth  century 
signifies the most prominent challenge to his pre de ces sors’ and contempo-
raries’ “Andalusi orientation” and to attempts to live with the tension of two 
competing points of geographical- emotional reference in Andalusi Jewish 
culture.

Halevi’s  later poetry frequently depicts West (al- Andalus) and East (the 
Land of Israel) in hierarchical opposition: even the semblance of balance be-
tween them seemed to this rendering of his lyric vision to prefer Sefarad 
and “all its prosperity” over Jerusalem and “the dust of its ruined shrine.”6 In 
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the mature Halevi’s scheme, his contemporaries’ comfortable investment in 
Sefarad unduly signified betrayal of the special primordial connection that 
God ordained for the  people of Israel and the Land of Israel. Indeed, mod-
ern scholars such as Nehemiah Allony and Ezra Fleischer,7 following the his-
toriographical approach that Yitzhak Baer launched,8 have touted the 
compelling voice of tradition and piety that Halevi supposedly represents as 
the au then tic expression of the Jewish ethos.9 According to his poetry, his 
letters, and the Kuzari Book, Halevi strug gled to abandon the pretense of 
Sefardi exceptionalism  toward the end of his life, if not  earlier, at least from 
the time of his disappointed messianic expectation, according to a poem dat-
ing to 1130 in which the disheartened poet grumbles.10 Halevi supplanted 
the conceit of Sefardi exceptionalism with his conviction in Jewish chosen-
ness, not merely in the traditional rabbinic sense but as an ontological cat-
egory, that is, as an articulation of absolute “Jewish exceptionalism” in 
accordance with the divine order established at Creation.11 Ironically, Halevi 
remained very much an Andalusi Jewish thinker and poet, even in his rejec-
tion of Sefarad,  because he employed all the culture’s linguistic, discursive, 
and intellectual tools against itself and his society.12 I understand this para-
dox of Halevi’s literary and intellectual identity as a sign of the Andalusi Jew-
ish culture’s inescapable power and authority.

Do Andalusi Jewish culture and Hebrew poetry before Halevi’s revolt 
against social and religious convention  really delineate so deep and unam-
biguous an attachment to Sefarad as Graetz  imagined—or as Cohen asserted, 
in a more tempered manner? Was Halevi, the self- styled “prisoner of love” 
and “prisoner of desire,”13 who invoked his estrangement from material ex-
istence (“Far from You I die while living / but if I cling to You I live through 
 dying”),14 the first Andalusi Hebrew poet to verbalize geo graph i cal desire for 
the East, or was Judah’s twelfth- century literary, if not personal, re orientation 
prefigured by  earlier authors? More to the point, how did the Andalusi Jew-
ish literary intellectuals’ afection for Sefarad coexist, compete, or become 
conflated with their ahistorical pious longing for their  people’s restoration 
to the Land of Israel? Was  there room within the Andalusi Jewish cultural 
matrix for yet a fourth approach that appeared to  favor neither Sefarad nor 
Jerusalem or the artful and edgy balancing of the two?

In Chapter 2, we learned that Andalusi Jews  going back to Ḥasdai ibn 
Shaprūṭ and Dūnash ben Labrāṭ already grappled with the cultural dilemma 
under lying  these questions,  matters closely bound up with the history of the 
trope of Sefardi exceptionalism. The infectious Karaite agenda and activist 
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approach  toward settling the Holy Land, previously discussed, inspired and 
challenged Jewish religious intellectuals across Islamdom. It certainly played 
a significant role in testing the passivity of Rabbanite tradition regarding 
history, dispersion, exile, and redemption and thus in catalyzing a funda-
mental modification of Rabbanite thinking on  these subjects. S. D. Goitein 
commented on this very shift: “between the death of Saadia Gaon in Bagh-
dad in 942 and that of . . .  Judah Halevi shortly  after his arrival in Palestine 
in 1141, a considerable change seems to have occurred in the Rabbanite- Jewish 
attitude  toward messianism. The  matter assumed an aura of urgency, as if 
redemption  were around the corner, as if one had to do something to 
hasten its realization.”15 He further observed: “The Karaite emphasis on 
the study of the Bible and Hebrew— their belief in the power of in de pen-
dent reasoning, and their call to live in the Holy Land, or at least to visit 
 there, and lead an austere life, all invited examination and, at least partial 
emulation.”16

Andalusi Jewish fascination with reports from Khazaria, Ḥasdai ibn 
Shaprūṭ’s aforementioned correspondence with the Jewish regent of that in-
de pen dent and supposedly power ful Jewish realm,17 and evidence of covert 
and overt messianic speculation among Andalusi Jews attest to a certain de- 
spiritualization in Andalusi Jewish culture of the classical rabbinic attitudes 
 toward home, homelessness, homesickness, and homecoming— the tradi-
tional quietist attitudes that discouraged messianic speculation and activity. 
In Gerson Cohen’s words, “at no time in the history of the Jews  after the 
second  century was  there such a concentration of messianic speculation and 
of vigorous reaffirmation of the messianic hope as  there was in Andalus in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries.”18 At the turn of the twelfth  century, 
Andalusi Jewish consciousness of their inconsequential role on the sidelines 
of the po liti cal strug gle between Islamdom and Christendom for control of 
both the Holy Land and the Iberian Peninsula doubtlessly exacerbated the 
appeal of apocalyptic- messianism, with its promise of restoring Jewish sov-
ereignty in the Land of Israel.

It is also worth recalling an eleventh- century Andalusi Arabic source— a 
skewed one, to be sure— that reports on a polemical exchange that the Mus-
lim author supposedly held with a promising Andalusi Jewish scholar when 
they  were both entering early adulthood. The episode is recounted by Ibn 
Ḥazm, whose profile as a historically eminent, but not especially influential, 
Andalusi Muslim religious and literary intellectual we encountered in Chap-
ter 3. In his monumental work of heresiography, al- Fiṣal fī l- milal (Book of 
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Opinions on Religions, Sects, and Heresies), Ibn Ḥazm relates that he de-
bated “Ismā‘īl b. Yūsuf the Levite, court secretary- scribe” (other wise known 
as Samuel the Nagid), “the most knowledgeable and accomplished interloc-
utor among the Jews.”19 This is not the place to rehearse the details of the 
dispute, but one famous and significant note stands out for its specifically 
po liti cal valence: their divergent interpretations of a biblical verse narrated 
in a subchapter titled “The Torah Foretells the Conferring of Authority to 
Judah’s Descendants.” The prophetic verse in question is “The scepter  shall 
not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staf from between his feet till Shiloh 
[i.e., tribute] come [to him]” (Gen. 49:10). According to Ibn Ḥazm’s account, 
the argument involved the con temporary significance of the ecumenical of-
fice of the exilarch (ro’sh ha- golah), head of the Jews, appointed and recog-
nized by the Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad. Samuel ostensibly asserted that 
“to this day, the exilarchs are descendants of David and thus the ofspring of 
Judah, and they possess authority, kingship, and rule.” Ibn Ḥazm accepted 
the exilarchs’ Davidic ancestry in accordance with Islamic reverence for the 
Prophet David but argued that  these symbolic figures exercised no author-
ity whatsoever in Islamdom.20  Here we only read of Ibn Ḥazm’s interpreta-
tion. But in light of the importance that rabbinic tradition attached to the 
continuity of the Davidic royal line, Andalusi Jewish interest in messianism 
 going back to Ibn Shaprūṭ, the Nagid’s title and correspondence with ecu-
menical heads of Jewish communities, and the audacious persona we encoun-
ter in his poetry, the biblical prophecy was arguably a significant literary 
touchstone for Samuel as a young man and for long thereafter.

The pronounced shift in the Jews’ religious thinking regarding exile and 
redemption was inscribed in Andalusi Hebrew verse. Poetry in general and 
piyyuṭ (liturgical poetry) in par tic u lar served as impor tant literary vehicles 
for inner Jewish re sis tance to the memory and condition of displacement, 
dispersion, and powerlessness. Ever since the age of the classical piyyuṭ in 
late antique Byzantine Palestine, liturgical poets composed lyr ics on the 
theme of catholic Israel’s exile, misery, and eventual, if long delayed, redemp-
tion. Their poems, while stylistically and linguistically opaque or inacces-
sible,  were recited during the synagogue ser vice as the final ele ment of the 
yoṣer poetic cycle. During the Andalusi period, poetic embellishments to the 
rabbinic liturgy on the theme of communal redemption evolved into an in-
de pen dent strophic genre (ge’ullah) that Andalusi Hebrew poets  adopted, 
along with other genres devoted to the theme such as seliḥot (penitential po-
ems) and tokhaḥot (poems of admonition).21
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Historical events also elicited literary responses, invariably in Hebrew 
poetry. When addressing the plight of the Jews of Palestine, Andalusi poets 
took note of their place of residence, which was unrivaled in religious im-
portance. For example, the accomplished rabbinic scholar Joseph ibn Abītūr 
composed an elegy concerning the deprivations of the Jewish community 
during the Bedouin raids in Fāṭimid Palestine (1024), in which the poet 
speaks of Palestine as “their Homeland, the place of their desire” (arṣam 
meqom ḥefṣam).22 It is noteworthy that a similar loaded phrase (meḥoz ḥefṣah) 
appears in the famous elegy by Abraham ibn Ezra bemoaning the devastated 
Jewish communities of al- Andalus and the Maghrib at the outset of the Al-
mohad period.23 In the latter instance, its usage is ambiguous such that the 
reader is uncertain  whether it refers to the Land of Israel, as one might ex-
pect, or to the Jews’ homelands in the Islamic West.

Not  every Andalusi Hebrew ge’ullah adheres to a pure or standard agenda 
of a plea for eschatological homecoming such as we read in Halevi’s “Ya‘avor 
‘alai reṣonkha.”24 Lyr ics like the muwashshaḥ “Esbelah nedudi agilah ve- galuti” 
(I bear my wandering / I rejoice in my exile), by Isaac ibn Ghiyāth,25 the 
rabbinic authority from Lucena and head of its august acad emy, suggest a 
radical counter- approach that undermines the traditional rabbinic posture 
of waiting with prayerful hope. The poem’s allusive biblical intertextual dy-
namics drawing on Lamentations, Deutero- Isaiah, and the Song of Songs 
are marshaled to welcome and revel in the sufering that God prescribes for 
Israel. Judah Halevi famously took up this uncompromising turn of the 
theme. His lyric “Me-’az me‘on ha- ahavah” employs the language and im-
ages of social love poetry to render Israel’s love for God in virtually sado-
masochistic terms (“The taunts of foes for Your name’s sake are sweet, / so 
let them torture one whom You tormented. . . .  The day You hated me I 
loathed myself, / for I  will honor none whom You disdain”), as if joyful ac-
cep tance of even greater sufering (at the hands of Muslims and Christians) 
might beget speedy redemption.26

Judah Halevi other wise excelled in producing alternately haunting and 
buoyant lyr ics on the traditional themes of exile and redemption,  until he 
envisioned a course to experience personally (or inspire  others and reestab-
lish for many, according to another interpretation) the primeval metaphysi-
cal nexus between the God of Israel’s manifest presence, the Land of Israel, 
and the  people of Israel. Halevi’s religious evolution—he refers to himself as 
“one whose homeland is Sefarad but whose destination is Jerusalem” (Sefarad 
admato / vi- rushalayim megamato)27— appears to have unnerved his Andalusi 
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Jewish cohort, who regarded him as “the quintessence and embodiment of 
our country . . .  our glory and leader, the illustrious scholar and unique and 
perfect devotee” (or, according to a dif er ent translation, “the heart and soul 
of our land”).28 As previously noted, Halevi remained an Andalusi Jewish 
intellectual, even in his rejection of Sefarad and its culture, in that he sub-
versively turned the language and the artistic and intellectual tools of the 
culture against itself.

Samuel the Nagid (993–1056)

The competitive inflection and cultural turn of the trope of Andalusi 
exceptionalism engineered by Muslim elites discussed in Chapter 3 reso-
nated among Andalusi Jews as well during the eleventh  century. It took 
the form of a Sefardi exceptionalism even more grandiose and chauvin-
istic than we found in Ibn Shaprūṭ’s ambitious blueprint for the Jews of 
tenth- century Sefarad. Much of the eleventh- century discourse related to 
the idea and significance of Sefarad, in fact, centers on the towering fig-
ure of Samuel (ben Joseph ha- Levi) the Nagid. By all accounts, Samuel 
was an accomplished rabbinic scholar, impor tant Hebrew philologist- 
grammarian, virtuoso Hebrew poet, influential communal leader, and sig-
nificant po liti cal player in Andalusi society as head vizier (prime minister) 
of Zīrid Granada. David Wasserstein’s recent, characteristically judicious, 
biographical sketch of the Nagid sums up Samuel’s singularly expansive 
field of operation:

Samuel’s active participation in the Islamic worlds of Granada and 
al- Andalus made pos si ble also a far more power ful oscillation 
between worlds: it enabled him to play a  great role in the Jewish 
world, itself part of the larger Islamic world, beyond the Iberian 
Peninsula. The wealth that he acquired enable him to send 
financial support to Jewish religious academies (yeshivot) as far 
away as Jerusalem and even Baghdad, to build a large library . . .  
to support students of holy writ at home and abroad, to fund 
copying and distribution of the Talmud and other religious texts 
in vari ous cities all over the Islamic world, and— symbolically 
impor tant—to send annual gifts of olive oil to the synagogues of 
Jerusalem.29
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Aside from their role in the literary historical development of ge’ullot, 
Andalusi Hebrew poets, including Samuel the Nagid, devoted lyr ics of a 
personal and social nature to imaginative journeys to Palestine— symbolic, 
religious compensation, as it  were, for their exilic/diasporic existence in Sefarad. 
Two generations  after one of the voices in Dūnash ben Labrāṭ’s poem “in-
terrupted” his counterpart’s invitation to a wine soirée in a lush Andalusi 
garden and conjured the disturbing image of the Jerusalem  Temple grounds 
in Gentile hands, the Nagid produced several poems in which the poet’s re-
ligious devotion to Zion figures prominently. It is instructive to recall that 
the Nagid supposedly championed the Rabbanite confrontation of Karaites 
in eleventh- century al- Andalus.30 By contrast with Halevi, whose intellec-
tual and religious trajectory had transformative consequences for his liter-
ary identity, Samuel the Nagid gives the impression of remaining steadfastly 
devoted to al- Andalus and Sefarad, even as he dutifully repeats the requisite 
pieties of yearning for the Land of Israel and the restoration of its biblical 
cultic and po liti cal institutions.

The Nagid does not seem to have composed many piyyuṭim per se but 
three of his forty- one Hebrew “war” poems (Ar., al- ḥamāsa) are introduced 
by elegies for Zion or odes to the Holy City. “Be- libbi ḥom le- mifqad ha- 
ne‘urim” was written in 1047, on the occasion of Granada’s defeat of the com-
bined forces of Seville and Málaga. It begins with a first- person seventeen- line 
lament that serves as a lyrical introduction to a long poetic description of 
the  battle (lines 18–58), before the poem concludes (lines 59–64) with a ded-
ication to and praise of God. The introductory lament over Jewish life in 
exile contains a passage whose final lines appear to be a literary exercise or 
variation on the theme and rhetorical pattern established by Dūnash.31 Seeth-
ing on account of his and his  people’s condition “dwelling outside Zion, 
impure as a corpse,” the poet won ders about and imagines restoration to the 
place and the socioreligious station of his Levite tribe— those assigned as 
singers in the Jerusalem  Temple ser vice:

 Will melodious song ever ring from my mouth or from my son’s
 on the Levites’  Temple platform?
 Will I ever see the  children of the Living God
 whisked to Zion like clouds and doves?
By the life of my living Redeemer!  Until
 my  dying day I hope for the ingathering of the dispersed!
I do not claim: “I am mighty and majestic,
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 I belong among kings and eminent folk.”
Neither do my urges tempt me to claim:
 “You are a god, honored above men,
For what might you gain when Israel is redeemed?
  What more could you attain when the dispersed are  

gathered in?”
Standing in the Sacred Precincts is best for my soul,
 finer than ruling over every one.
Quaffing rich drink on impure soil
 is like swilling dregs to me!

The poet proceeds to imagine officiating as a Levite in the  Temple cultic 
ser vice,32 only to be roused from the fantasy (awakening from a vision serves 
as a conventional transition formula in Arabic and Hebrew verse). Instead of 
serving as a Levite in the restored Jerusalem  Temple, the poet’s persona awak-
ens to realize that instead, he is commissioned to compose Hebrew verse in 
praise of God as  battle awaits him at Ronda. Samuel’s rhetorical gifts, unique 
literary sensibility as a Hebrew poet, and his position of privilege in Granada 
(on which, see below) inform a fundamentally dif er ent approach to the 
vexing subject of Psalm 137 (“By the rivers of Babylon,  there we sat, sat 
and wept, as we thought of Zion”) and its Karaite interpretation.33 So, 
too, the poetics of the qaṣīda form signify a symbolic transaction: compos-
ing Arabic- style Hebrew poetry replaces Levitic  Temple ser vice. The poet 
thus overcomes geo graph i cal and religious desire through the act of liter-
ary repre sen ta tion.

According to Andalusi Jewish tradition and the testimony of Muslim 
contemporaries, Samuel fulfilled his aspirations for Jewish communal lead-
ership and public acclaim through his generosity and the influential posi-
tions that he occupied in the Zīrid courts of Ḥabbūs and his son Bādīs of 
Granada. Samuel was aforded the honorific title “Nagid” in 1027 as head of 
Granada’s Jewish community, although the significance of this title in al- 
Andalus is uncertain.34 In the twelfth  century, Moses ibn Ezra reported on 
the unparalleled reach of the Nagid’s intellectual- literary stature and com-
munal standing: “All that pertains to his compositions and works and let-
ters is known to the uttermost edges of east and west across the land and 
the sea, and up to the leaders of the Babylonian community and the sages of 
the Levant (i.e., Palestine) and the scholars of Egypt and the nagids of 
[North] Africa and the lords of the West and the Andalusi nobility.”35 The 
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unique place that the Nagid occupied in the Andalusi Jewish social and cul-
tural scene, as well as his po liti cal ser vice to Berber Granada, did not escape 
the notice of Andalusi Muslims authors. Indeed, the attention he receives in 
the Arabic sources mark him as exceptional among the Jews of eleventh- 
century al- Andalus.  Here is how Ṣā‘id al- Andalusi, born a generation  after 
Samuel, noted his preeminence as a religious intellectual among the Jews of 
al- Andalus: “Among them [ those learned in the law of the Jews] in al- Andalus 
was Abū Ibrāhīm Ismā‘īl ibn Yūsuf the Scribe, known as Ibn al- Naghrīla, 
who served Bādīs ibn Ḥabbūs al- Ṣinhājī, king of Granada and its terri-
tory, as administrator of the state. No one in al- Andalus before him had 
such learning in the law of the Jews and knowledge of how to use it and 
to defend it.”36

Beyond his administrative ser vice to the state and his exemplary con-
trol of Jewish law, the Nagid’s command of the arts and sciences was noticed 
by Andalusi Muslims such as his con temporary, the  great historian Ibn 
Ḥayyān (apud Ibn al- Khaṭīb): “He was an extraordinary man. He wrote in 
both languages: Arabic and Hebrew. He knew the lit er a tures of both  peoples. 
He went deeply into the princi ples of the Arabic language and was familiar 
with the works of the subtle grammarians. He spoke and wrote classical Ara-
bic with the greatest ease. . . .  He was excellent in the sciences of the an-
cients, in mathe matics as well as astronomy. Also in the field of logic he 
possessed ample knowledge. In dialectics he even prevailed over his adver-
saries. . . .  He assembled a beautiful library.”37

Returning to Andalusi Jewish sources, Sefer ha- qabbalah casts Samuel 
the Nagid in a central role in the unfolding arc of Jewish history and in the 
emergence of Sefarad as its principal locus from the tenth  century to the 
mid- twelfth  century. He is represented as the veritable rabbinic “embodi-
ment of three crowns: the crown of the Torah, the crown of kingship, and 
the crown of priesthood.”38

Besides being a  great scholar and highly cultured person, 
R. Samuel was highly versed in Arabic lit er a ture and style. . . .  
Now R. Samuel was appointed as nagid in [4]787. He achieved 
 great good for Israel in Spain, the Maghreb, Ifriqiya, Egypt, 
Sicily, indeed as far as the acad emy in Babylonia and the Holy 
City. He provided material benefits out of his own pocket for 
students of the Torah in all  these countries. He also purchased 
many books—[copies] of the Holy Scriptures as well as of the 
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Mishna and Talmud. . . .  Throughout Spain and the countries just 
mentioned, whoever wished to devote full time to the study of 
the Torah found in him a patron. Moreover, he retained scribes 
who would make copies of the Mishna and Talmud, which he 
would pre sent to students who  were unable to purchase copies 
 themselves. . . .  He spread Torah abroad and died at a ripe old age 
 after having earned four crowns: the crown of the Torah, the 
crown of power, the crown of a Levite, and towering over them 
all, by dint of good deeds in each of  these domains, the crown of a 
good name.39

Note that Sefer ha- qabbalah attributes to Samuel the Nagid the mastery of 
religious knowledge and eforts to disseminate it widely, complete control of 
Arabic adab and its Hebrew adaptation, especially in the form of poetry, 
highborn genealogy, virtuous character, and the exercise of legitimate 
power— fundamental ele ments in the thematic matrix of the trope of Se-
fardi exceptionalism. Is it any won der that among Ibn Daud’s subsequent 
readers, Gerson Cohen was im mensely influential for accrediting Sefer ha- 
qabbalah with efectively consolidating all the traditions marking Andalusi 
Jewish privilege? Cohen read it as presenting a programmatic vision of the 
providential trajectory of Jewish history in which Sefarad occupied the cen-
ter of the Jewish world from the tenth  century forward.40

Andalusi Hebrew poets in the Nagid’s entourage and aspirants to his 
sponsorship naturally regaled him with encomiums projecting his authority 
far and wide. Poetic tributes to the Nagid have come down to us from poets 
he supported, such as Isaac ibn Khalfūn41 and Solomon ibn Gabirol.42 Pan-
egyrics observe a con spic u ous literary practice that Jonathan Decter recently 
studied as Dominion Built of Praise and that I ascribe to a psychosocial im-
pulse to compensate for the Jews’ relative powerlessness.43 That is, Hebrew 
panegyrics for Jewish figures like the Nagid, following the stylized form and 
conventional content of Arabic poems of praise (madīḥ) addressed to Muslim 
dignitaries,  were designed to impress, flatter, and secure reward for the poet. 
Panegyrics  were also cultural products calculated to advertise the honoree’s 
generosity and legitimacy and confer his communal standing and authority 
through literary repre sen ta tion.

Andalusi Hebrew poets represented the communal autonomy character-
istic of Jewish life  under classical Islam,  going back to Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ 
and continuing with influential Jewish notables such as Jacob ibn Jau in 
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‘Āmirid Córdoba and Yequtiel ibn Ḥasan in Tujībid Saragossa,44 as veritable 
rule.  Those imaginative literary gestures  were realized most fully in history 
in the person of Samuel the Nagid, who accrued and wielded unequaled po-
liti cal authority as wazīr in the kingdom of Granada for eigh teen years. Con-
sider Joseph ibn Ḥasdai’s famous paean to Samuel dubbed “the orphan 
poem” or “the unique poem” (shirah yetomah). The lyric tallies the full litany 
of conventional praises for the patron but formulates its tribute with the Nag-
id’s own self- image in mind (see below), likening him to his biblical name-
sake, the priest and prophet Samuel, and hailing his Levitic descent, intellect, 
cultural sophistication, munificence, and eminence:

He soars like a tower over Israel,
raised high like a wall for his  people;
renewed through him, for his tribe’s devotion,
 is a place of honor over Orion.
Could it be that Shmu’el is Samuel—
 who was called to enter the Lord’s  Temple—  . . .
If not— he’s worthy in righ teousness,
 pure in perfection of his soul,
His lips keep watch over all learning,
 and from his mouth the Law is taught
his glory glows just like the moon,
 his deeds are like a brook to thirst.
Virtue and merit are bound to his shoulder,
 authority’s always sealed at his side.45

Poets also voiced praise of Samuel the Nagid by noting Sefarad’s suc-
cessful socioreligious and cultural competition for preeminence with the Jew-
ish communities in the Islamic East and its leaders. The eleventh- century 
poet Solomon ibn Gabirol addressed an ode of apology by way of praise (“Qum 
ha- zman u- lvash ‘adanekha”) to the Nagid, his erstwhile benefactor. It con-
jures with clarity the hierarchical opposition of Sefarad (with Samuel at its 
head) to Babylonia:

Through you the horn of Sefarad is raised
 from the day you  were born till your old age.
Through you it [Sefarad] bellows at the folks of Shinhar (Iraq)
 who draw [ water] from your well.46 
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A ninety- five- verse qaṣīda (“Tehillat el be- ro’sh kol ha- tehillot”), by the rarely 
solicitous or unctuous Ibn Gabirol, ofers an unnamed patron— almost cer-
tainly the irrepressible Samuel the Nagid, to whom a cluster of Ibn Gabirol’s 
poems are addressed— the entire conventional cata log of generalized praise. 
However, in a remarkable passage midway through the lyric, the poet tem-
porarily departs from rehearsing conventional madīḥ themes and exalts the 
addressee and Sefarad above the East and its “rival” rabbinic and cultural 
authorities. He envisions reception of the Nagid’s wisdom by the Jewish 
communities of the Islamic East— ascribing to the Easterners bewildered 
consciousness of Samuel’s rabbinic and intellectual acumen and accomplish-
ment as belonging to Sefarad:

His responsa are read throughout Iraq
 and expounded by communal authorities.
In the councils of the heads of Nehardea and Sura
 the  great towns of (rabbinic) jurisprudence
They elevate his responsa above the rest
 and inscribe them in scrolls with golden ink.
 People say: “The Sefardim have discovered
 the won ders of concealed knowledge;
they behold the truth, their Master overpowers
 while we envision delusion.
Compared to them we dress in tatters
 while  they’re attired in finest apparel.
Their dignity resembles the lions’;
 compared to them we are like ewe lambs.
They reap Wisdom’s full- grown shoots
 while we clutch unripe ears of grain.
The eyes of their blind and the ears of their deaf are opened wide
 while our ears merely tingle.
The Master delights them and their joys abound;
 they revel in divulging his praises.
In his presence it’s as though Rav Hayya never was,
 inadequately equipped to answer him with words.”47

Such exaggeration arguably exceeds even the benefactor’s expectation that 
the poem’s rhetorical enthusiasm  will promote his incomparable virtues. In-
deed, the acclaim heaped upon the patron succeeds in elevating his entire 
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community over its counterpart in the East, as it  were, whose august lead-
er’s day has come and gone or, rather, “never was” (we- rav hayya ke-lo’ haya 
lefanaw).48

The praises of the poets in his entourage aside,49 conventional and other-
wise, what can we learn from how the Nagid represented his own place in 
Sefarad and Jewish history and the grandiose vision that the poet constructed 
for himself? We cannot presume to know what Samuel actually thought, but 
we can certainly assess the po liti cal, propagandistic function of the public 
profile he promoted through his undertakings and the unique persona he 
exhibited and performed in his poetry. Samuel’s determination to be a prom-
inent or dominant player in Jewish afairs, scholarship, and literary life be-
yond the borders of al- Andalus led him to cultivate and maintain close ties 
with Jewish elites in North Africa, Palestine, and Iraq, as Ibn Shaprūṭ had 
done in the previous  century. Through copying and circulating his works in 
Hebrew grammar, rabbinic scholarship, and his pathbreaking and masterful 
Arabic- style Hebrew verse, Samuel displayed a complete command of Jew-
ish and Arabic learning and culture, the adab so highly valued in Andalusi 
society.

The Nagid’s extensive network of correspondents across the Mediter-
ranean included Hayya Gaon, whom he praised in three poems. He also au-
thored a stirring eighty- verse lament on the occasion of Hayya’s death in 
1038.50 Samuel had correspondence, such as epistolary lyr ics or letters, with 
the exilarch Ḥezekiah in Baghdad,51 Daniel ben ‘Azaria Gaon, head of the 
Palestinian rabbinical acad emy,52 Sahlān b. Abraham,53 and ‘Eli ben ‘Amram, 
the respective heads of the Babylonian and Palestinian Rabbanite congrega-
tions in Fusṭāṭ (Old Cairo),54 and Qayrawānī rabbinic luminaries Rabbeinu 
Nissim ben Jacob (to whose  daughter Samuel’s son Joseph was married),55 
and R. Ḥananel ben Ḥushiel and his son and successor R. Ḥushiel ben 
Ḥananel, among  others.56 With the exception of the unique role in Jewish 
history that Abraham ibn Daud assigns Samuel a  century  after his death, 
the reader might think that the vari ous discourses and practices associated 
with Samuel the Nagid and the stature he achieved  were shared, albeit to a 
lesser degree, by the other Jewish elites in the Mediterranean lands of clas-
sical Islam.

How did the Nagid’s own poetry represent his place in Andalusi Jewish 
society and culture? Literary readings of the Nagid’s poetry typically con-
sider his consummate artistry and masterful control over the prosody, rhe-
toric, and thematic range of Arabic- style Hebrew verse. But  there is another 
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way to read the substantial corpus of compositions that the poet devoted to 
representing his communal and po liti cal life. That poetry served as the most 
impor tant vehicle for portraying and marketing as unique the special place 
he occupied in Sefarad and in Jewish history. Viewed through the prism of 
his poetry, the Nagid’s carefully calibrated public profile construes Samuel’s 
po liti cal ascent and court ser vice in Zīrid Granada as intimations of God’s plan 
for history, as unmistakable signs of God’s  favor and his chosenness, and of 
his destined role in Jewish history as an incomparable communal, po liti cal, 
religious, intellectual, and cultural leader of the Jews of Granada, if not all 
of al- Andalus.

Armed with conventional rhetorical tools available in the stylized genre 
of the “boast” (Ar., fakhr), the poet repeatedly celebrates his aristocratic Le-
vitic lineage. The Nagid’s biblical ancestors “authorize” his composition of 
highly personal and idiosyncratic Hebrew songs of thanksgiving and praise 
to God:

I am Kohath’s descendant, Merari’s progeny
 men of renown, musicians extraordinaire.57

The roster from the distant past is expanded in another poem and only seems 
shrouded in obscurity; the biblical names would be well known to educated 
Andalusi Jews:

The heir of Merari, Sitri, and Assir,
 Elkanah, Mishael, Elzafan, and Assaf!
How could a poem
 in my mouth be improper
  to the God who heals my wound?
From Jedutun the singer of Psalms
 my  father descends,
  and I from my  father.
For the Lord I sweeten my song in its discourse,
 as He embitters my  enemy’s heart.
As He pledged to vanquish my foes,
 so I’ve pledged my song to please Him.58

Noble ancestry aside, the Nagid inventories the intellectual gifts that God 
bestowed upon him:
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Do you remember that? And  don’t you remember when  
He imparted
 you knowledge and intellect like elders?
When He enlightened you in His Scripture and Tradition,
 which are set apart at the apex of knowledge?
When He divulged to you the Greek sciences
 and imparted to you the knowledge of the Arabs. . . .
He made your name  great and power ful
 beyond the sea and the lands of the West?59

 Whether the reader regards it as warranted by his achievements or inflated 
and unjustified (he made rivals and enemies among the Jews of al- Andalus, 
to say nothing about some Muslim elites),60 the Nagid’s bravado and profile 
appear to reflect a carefully crafted image for public consumption. Some stu-
dents view his self- presentation as apol o getic, over- the- top rhetorical gestures 
informed by anx i eties about his social and literary boundary- breaking. 
Other readers chalk it up to the poet’s rhetorical derring-do. What discursive 
tool kit did the Nagid employ for this uncommonly bold scheme of self- 
aggrandizement, apart from the rhe toric and conventional themes that the 
audience expects in the “boast”? Andalusi Hebrew poets knew the Hebrew 
Bible by rote. At  every turn, their poetry is replete with toponyms, figures, 
events, and themes drawn from the biblical Hebrew lexicon. Such references, 
associations, and allusions can be playful, decorative, or rhetorically signifi-
cant to the artistry of the poem.61 Compared with other poets, Samuel the 
Nagid was singularly  adept at marshaling biblical references in crafting what 
Robert Hollander called typologies of “historical recurrence” that “guaran-
tee or undermine authority.”62 Sufused with the cultural capital that Jewish 
tradition ascribed to prototypical figures, models, and institutions of ancient 
Israel, vari ous typologies of historical recurrence inform the self- image that 
the Nagid publicized through his poetry. The literary evidence is so exten-
sive that it is difficult to conclude that Samuel’s Nagid’s self- hype amounts 
only to a rhetorical gambit for apol o getic purposes or a conventional, artis-
tic show of force and talent.

The biblically inspired titles of three collections of poetry (Ben Tehillim, 
Ben Mishei, Ben Qohelet) in the Nagid’s dīwān edited by his son Joseph and the 
psalm- like designations of poems in Ben Tehillim (particularly tehillah, negi-
nah, todah), invite the audience to associate his verse with biblical texts attrib-
uted to the iconic Israelite kings David (Psalms) and Solomon (Proverbs and 
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Ecclesiastes). The Nagid devoted the aforementioned cluster of “war poems” to 
representing his po liti cal and military adventures as vizier of Zīrid Granada. In 
 these unique Andalusi Hebrew lyr ics the audience encounters a constellation 
of biblical allusions whose rhetorical efect surpasses biblical references of the 
conventional sort that abound in Andalusi Hebrew poetry.  Here the Nagid’s 
and the Berber Zīrids’ Andalusi adversaries are cast as Israel and God’s ene-
mies and as latter- day descendants of ancient Israel’s inveterate foes. Further-
more, biblical references to divine promises to the  people of Israel are transformed 
into God’s personal assurances to Samuel the Nagid. For example,  toward the 
conclusion of one of his grandest  battle poems, the warrior- poet requests that 
word of his (that is, Islamic Granada’s) victory over (Islamic) Almería be dis-
patched speedily to the Jewish communities of North Africa, Egypt, Palestine, 
and Iraq. The poem establishes a typological correspondence (Samuel = Mor-
dechai, the triumphant biblical Jewish courtier in the Book of Esther / Ibn 
‘Abbās of Almería = the notorious Amalekite  enemy of the Jews, Haman the 
Agagite) authorizing the poet to call for commemorating “his” marvelous vic-
tory as a “second Purim,” just as Mordechai instituted the late biblical festival 
following his defeat of Haman and rescue of the Persian Jews.63

Another famous lyric cited above represents what perhaps is the most 
brazen, extreme formulation of the Nagid’s promotion of his peerless func-
tion and exclusive destiny in Sefarad. In response to an  imagined interlocu-
tor’s interrogation, the poet likens himself or, rather, identifies himself with 
the biblical king David— psalmist, po liti cal leader, warrior— and, like Sam-
uel, from the tribe of Levitic singers in the Jerusalem  Temple:

My friend, for me in my straits
 The Rock  rose up,
Therefore I ofer  these praises,
 My poem to the Lord. . . .
 Someone objected:
 Who are you to pay homage?
I am, I answered, the David of my age!64

The Nagid’s noble Jerusalemite ancestry serves a dual purpose beyond the 
consent that it grants him as a Levite to compose Hebrew songs of praise to 
God. By likening himself to King David, the poet exploits his identification 
with the entire bundle of that emblematic figure’s religious, literary, po liti-
cal, and genealogical attributes, aptitudes, and feats.
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In the Nagid’s case, poetic claims to divine election occur with such fre-
quency as a form of self- promotion that they exceed the rhetorical par-
ameters and conventional literary posture of the genre of “boast” in which 
the poet predictably sings his own praises.65 Read together, nothing quite 
corresponds to  these expressions of chosenness in the entire canon of medi-
eval Hebrew poetry  because no other poet inhabited si mul ta neously so many 
public roles so successfully or for so long a period of time. The poet implies 
that his genealogical roots with the Jerusalemite nobility confer this select 
status. So too, the “prophetic” dream- vision promising him divine  favor and 
protection vouchsafed him at a young age (Yom ṣar u- maṣoq) is invoked in 
four “war poems.” It likens him to his biblical namesake Samuel,66 the priest 
and prophet; and additional messages that he “receives” from God, promising 
victory in  battle, are fashioned so as to seem probative:

The Lord is mine Who said: “Trust in Me.
 and I  will land you in delightful places.
I  will smash for you the teeth of lions.
 I  will lay low the sons of  giants before you.”67

Ibn Shaprūṭ’s tenth- century program utilized his social status and eco-
nomic largesse to enhance the prominence of a community without a polity, 
in order to turn his authority into ersatz dominion and put Sefarad on the 
map, so to speak. Samuel the Nagid’s poetry, position, and exploits bestow 
on him cultural authenticity, po liti cal legitimacy, communal leadership, and 
genuine agency, if not outright rule and sovereignty. Through this persona, 
the Nagid became the embodiment of Sefardi exceptionalism by virtue of 
his unrivaled register of credentials in rabbinics, languages, poetry, and pol-
itics: his genealogy, intellect, religious knowledge, artistic skill, munifi-
cence, and communal and po liti cal authority are signs of election. In efect, 
Sefarad was exceptional  because he was exceptional.

Solomon ibn Gabirol (1021/1022–ca. 1057/1058)

The reader encounters a textual journey of another sort than the Nagid’s 
imaginative visit to Jerusalem, and with it an overlooked fourth position to 
the question of geo graph i cal orientation within the Andalusi Jewish cultural 
matrix, in the eleventh- century poet- philosopher Solomon ibn Gabirol. 
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Chronologically, Ibn Gabirol was the second of the four most artistically ac-
complished Andalusi Hebrew poets and a Nagid protégé, of sorts, for a time. 
One of his characteristically enigmatic poems is “Mah lakh yeḥidah teshevi” 
(What’s troubling you my soul,  silent as a captured king?), a fifty- verse lyric 
that, as in so many of Ibn Gabirol’s poems, blurs conventional generic and 
thematic lines between Andalusi Hebrew occasional- social and devotional po-
etry. This poem appears to relate the poet’s contemplating a journey and 
quest, albeit with Gabirolian misdirection. The Arabic superscription is more 
specific, yet it only adds to the mystery: wa- qāla ḥīna khurūjihi min al- andalus, 
“verse he recited upon his departure from al- Andalus.”68

The poem consists of four or five thematic units whose divisions are skill-
fully marked by changes in tone and address, as well as sharp mood swings 
adroitly represented by transitional techniques. The lyric’s pattern of meta-
phorical movements take us from mournful paralysis, motionless devotion, 
aimless futility, tentative journey, to the dynamic motion of swift flight; note 
the parallels with epithets for God: yoshevi (line 6, “from His throne,” in Cole’s 
translation but more literally, “the Enthroned”) and rokhevi (line 38, “who rides 
the sky,” i.e., “the celestial Char i ot eer”). It may be outlined as follows:

1. counsel to the poet’s soul
a. lines 1–4 poet’s soul is deeply aggrieved and  silent
b. lines 5–10  soul advised to renounce the world and 

await God
c. lines 11–13 the world is denounced

2. a solution for the soul and its specific prob lem
a. lines 14–16  soul urged to return to God and express 

itself
b. lines 17–21 soul’s trou bles with society

3. a second solution for the soul
a. lines 22–30  poet exhorts soul to leave al- Andalus for 

the East
4. lines 31–38 more counsel to the poet’s aggrieved soul
5. lines 39–43 poet curses land of his foes

a. Coda lines 44–50  complaint with ascetic ele ments (in 
 colloquial Andalusi Arabic)

In this lyric, the poet turns to his irate soul (frequently gendered in the He-
brew by use of the epithet yeḥidah, “my only one”) with questions, prodding, 
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and counsel. Central to Neoplatonic thought is the notion that the soul, de-
tached from the sublime source to which it  will eventually return, wallows 
in the misery of corporeal existence. A thematic staple of Andalusi liturgi-
cal poetry thus involves admonishing the soul to abandon its worldly attach-
ments.69 In “Mah lakh yeḥidah,” the soul has become so accustomed to its 
isolation, so inured in its desolation as to have severed its conjunction with 
God.70 This condition also interferes with the soul’s (and thus the poet’s) 
capacity to express itself in songs of praise to God: the Neoplatonic poet’s 
version of writer’s block is captured beautifully in the image of a wounded 
(song)bird and through the rhetorical tropes (muqābala [parallelism] and 
muṭābaqa [antitheton] of line 2 [kanfei renanim ta’sefi / u- khnaf yegonim tisḥavi]).

What’s troubling you, my soul,
  silent as a captured king—
that  you’ve drawn in your wings of your hymns
 and drag them around in your sufering?
How long  will your heart be in mourning?
 When  will your weeping give way? . . .
Be still my soul, before the Lord—
 be still but  don’t despair. (lines 1–3, 5)

Hold on  until he gazes
 down from his throne in heaven;
Close your doors  behind you and hide
  until your anger has faded.
 Whether you thirst or go hungry
 hardly merits attention:
The rewards to come  will be greater—
 you’ll count them all soon as a blessing.
Distance yourself from the world’s concern,
  don’t waste away in its prison. . . . (lines 6–10)

Return, my soul, return to the Lord,
 restore your heart to its place:
Pour out your tears like  water,
 before him plead your cause. (lines 14–15)

Ibn Gabirol’s persona, speaking  here as a sage counselor to his soul, urges 
the soul to turn its silence (line 1), Mah lakh yeḥidah teshevi / dumam ke- melekh 
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ba- shevi, into stillness (line 5), Dommi yeḥidati le-el / dommi we-al te‘aṣevi) and 
to wait for God. Indeed, the poet’s persona seems assured in the advice it 
ofers; it seems to promise that such a seemingly passive course  will actually 
restore a reciprocal relationship between God and soul (line 6). This antici-
pated mutuality is captured in the neatly wrought semantic balance, if not 
symmetry, of ‘ imdi we- ṣappi ‘ad asher / yashqif we- yere’ yoshevi (“Hold on  until 
he gazes down from his throne in heaven”).

The text invites the reader to reflect on the final passage of this first 
section with the poem’s opening passage in mind: denunciation of the world 
in line 11, Mah lakh adamah vogedah? echoes the rhetorical formula of the 
first line. However, the resemblance between the passages is more apparent 
than real  because all the verbs and many of the nouns in the first two pas-
sages (teshevi, ‘ imdi, dumam, ba- shevi, davaqt be- yagon, qever, yoshevi, hinnaz-
eri,  etc.) applied to the soul and God involve images of immobility. By contrast, 
the motion of the final passage of the first part of the poem— the motion of 
the material world— has the qualities of aimlessness, circularity, and duplic-
ity (tithallekhi u- tesovavi; titni/tiqḥi, titnaddevi). The opposing images set up 
the motion of the soul  toward God in the poem’s second part (line 14, Shuvi 
yeḥidati le- el). Its phrasing is perfectly parallel to the  earlier instructions given 
the soul in line 5 (dommi yeḥidati le- el).

In the poem’s key passage (end of second and the third unit), the intel-
lectually exacting, socially alienated poet and his anguished soul seek un-
derstanding, appreciation, and recognition elsewhere. The soul’s hoped- for 
release upward (“from the dungeon where you brood,” line 16) harkens back 
to the image of it trapped in the grave of its own making (line 4).

Perhaps  he’ll see to release you
 from the dungeon where you brood
with boors  you’ve come to abhor,
 who  can’t understand what  you’ve written,
or determine what’s worth preserving
 and what would be better erased—
who  can’t hear what  you’re saying,
 or know if it’s true or mistaken.
Rejoice in the day you leave them
 and ofer your thanks on an altar.
 Others elsewhere  will know
 the worth of the person you are. (lines 16–21)
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Repeated references to the poet’s embittered soul, its revulsion for the confines 
and corruption of earthly existence, its disgust for the taint of ignorance from 
having to live in society among boors, and its dreadful situation of existential 
exile, remind us that the poem only seems to belong with other familiar lyrical 
complaints. I have in mind Gabirolian lyr ics such as “Niḥar be- qor’i geroni,” on 
the poet leaving Saragossa,71 and “Neshamah me- asher tit’aw gedu‘ah,” by Sam-
uel the Nagid on the poet leaving Córdoba,72 or nearly any poem from the cy-
cle of lyrical complaints that Moses ibn Ezra composed in the Christian 
kingdoms of the north during his forty- year exile from Islamic Granada. As in 
the Arabic,  these decidedly social and personal lyr ics typically employ passages 
of fakhr (boast) in counterpoint to the poet’s expressions of social and intel-
lectual alienation (taẓallum) reminiscent of Ibn Ḥazm’s posture discussed in 
the previous chapter. The boast thus redeems the poet symbolically from life 
among intellectual inferiors and from social rejection and isolation.

It should be noted that Samuel the Nagid’s aforementioned poem 
“Neshamah me- asher tit’aw gedu‘ah” also begins with mention of the soul, 
abstractly, in the third person and in opposition to the body (lines 1–4). How-
ever, in line 5, the Nagid’s poem moves briskly into a conventional lyrical com-
plaint about leaving Córdoba and escaping the misunderstanding of his 
friends (5–9). The poet’s journey (10–19) is then outlined in self- aggrandizing 
terms, followed by panegyric (20–24). By contrast, Ibn Gabirol’s (“Mah lakh 
yeḥidah”) fusion of genres, themes, and voices involves deceptive reversals, 
internal contradictions, and ambiguities, as we  shall presently see.

Rise, my troubled soul,
 rise up and take yourself  there,
rise up and live where  people
  will hold you in proper regard.
Leave your  father and  mother,
 and save your love for the Lord.
Rise up and race in pursuit of that place,
 be swift as an ea gle or deer. (lines 22–25)

Although “that place” to which the poet’s soul is bidden to swiftly flee is not 
yet identified, the injunction that it must depart immediately is decisive and 
the ensuing anticipated leave- taking absolute. The verbs qumi, qumi, hityaṣevi 
(line 22) suggest that the poet’s stance is rebellious and defiant: he exhorts 
his soul to gather itself and rise up against the social and spiritual constraints 
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imposed upon it. The inner turmoil suppressed to this point in the poem is 
now released in the form of externalized action that  will, like the patriarch 
Abram of the biblical allusion (line 24), replace meaningless social attach-
ments with pious devotion to God. The next segment fi nally specifies the 
journey’s itinerary, but not without ambiguous turns of its own.

When trou ble and anguish confront you,
  don’t let panic consume you.
 Whether you’ll need to take on
 mountain, gorge or wave,
put Andalusia  behind you,
 and do it without delay—
 until  you’ve set foot near the Nile,
 the Euphrates or the Beautiful Land (of Israel),
where you’ll walk in the power of pride,
 be lifted and held in awe. (lines 26–30)

The soul is counseled to abandon al- Andalus for Egypt, Iraq, and the Land 
of Israel. In the East, it  will surely find the esteem it could not enjoy in al- 
Andalus. But this itinerary and its rationale raise more questions for the 
reader. Is the journey that the poem contemplates an  actual journey, or an 
 imagined and symbolic trek? Do the  earlier references to captivity and the 
abundance of biblical allusions suggest a pos si ble communal, rather than 
individual- minded, reading? And how are we to reconcile the personal, psy-
chosocial motive for the journey’s undertaking with its high- minded spiri-
tual purpose? Certainly, the detail is so concrete as to suggest that the journey 
is real and not  imagined (hills, valleys, seas, foreign lands). So are we to think 
of the soul’s projected departure from al- Andalus for the East as akin to 
Samuel the Nagid’s fantasy of  Temple ser vice, or more in the mold of Judah 
Halevi’s lyr ics anticipating and subsequently inscribing poetically the physi-
cal and spiritual route of his pilgrimage to Palestine? Or does the poem chart 
a singularly Gabirolian journey?

Once the poet exhorts his soul to exclusive love of God (line 24, ṣurekh 
levado ehevi), it follows that the soul must seek love of the divine to the 
ends of the earth. Indeed, the proposed flight to the East is redefined in 
line 25 to swift pursuit of God (qumi we- ruṣi aḥaraw). Yet in the next pas-
sage, the poet must again urge on his soul, which remains reluctant to let 
go of its accustomed place in al- Andalus. The reader should note the shift 
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from the concrete sense beit megurekh, “house hold” (line 32), to the meta-
phorical sense of ger, “stranger” (line 35). Ger, in the sense of “stranger,” had 
another significance for Ibn Gabirol, as the loan translation of the Arabic 
term gharīb, in the sense of one who is spiritually estranged or alienated. 
The term was derived from a famous hadith (“Islam began as a stranger 
and  shall return to being a stranger just as it began. Thus blessed be the 
strangers”) cited widely by Sufi Muslims.73 The motif of the soul’s wander-
ing upon the earth retroactively affirms the meta phorical nature of the 
proposed journey from al- Andalus to the East. Indeed, we are reminded in 
line 34 (ki ṣel eloah ba‘adekh/im telehki ’o teshevi) that God is accessible any-
where and everywhere:

Why, my troubled soul,
 why languish  there in your longing?
Is it leaving your  people or  house hold
 that holds you back in your grief?
Keep them in mind as you go
 And your sorrow  will find relief,
For the Lord’s shadow is with you,
  whether you leave or stay—
 And I’ll be considered a stranger,
  until my bones are worn away.
Remember the  fathers in exile,
 keep them always in mind:
Abram and tent- dwelling Jacob,
 and Moses who fled in haste:
each in distance took refuge
 in the Lord who rides the sky. (lines 31–38)

Much could be said about the conclusion of the poem (lines 39–50). The 
reader  will note dramatic changes in the poem’s final two passages: (1) the 
poet initially ceases speaking to his soul and turns instead to “the land of 
my enemies” before again pressing his soul to depart (“My heart’s desire is 
distance; how far  will you manage to go”). This text’s abrupt change in the 
speaker’s stance and the addressee, as well as in its subject and tone, is rein-
forced and amplified by (2) a unique linguistic turn mid- verse from Hebrew 
to Andalusi Arabic (line 44b), deftly preserving both the meter and rhyme. 
The text’s shift to colloquial language superficially resembles a muwashshaḥ’s 
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kharja. However, “Mah lakh yeḥida” is not a strophic lyric but a polythematic 
monorhyming poem in quantitative meter.

Indeed, much more could be said about the  whole poem, especially its 
pattern of meta phorical movements: mournful paralysis, motionless devo-
tion, aimless futility, tentative journey, and the dynamic motion of swift flight 
(as noted above, compare reciprocal epithets for God at the beginning and 
 toward the end of the poem, yoshevi, line 6, with rokhevi, line 34). We could 
also speak about its sharp mood swings, adroitly represented by transitional 
techniques.74 But what is the significance of the unpredictable Gabirolian po-
etic twist and linguistic switch from Hebrew to Andalusi Arabic in line 44b 
of the poem’s coda? The anaphoric sequence (lahfa ‘ala; “I sigh for . . .” or 
“Woe for . . .”) clearly sounds an impassioned cry that builds in intensity 
across lines 44b–48. Uttered with the immediacy of the colloquial language, 
the wail sharpens the lyrical complaint launched in line 39. Misunderstood, 
alone, rejected, frustrated, longing to depart, his poetry driven by acrimony, 
the figure of the poet appears to displace his soul as the subject. The poet 
laments that he is left to his own devices and nearly succumbs to the pros-
pect of remaining in place. Was the devotional journey for the soul (plotted 
in the body of the poem) somehow premature? On the contrary, the poet’s 
desperate plight and longing identifies him with the out- of- place position of 
the soul in the corporeal world. All that is left is pious resignation: allāh 
ya‘lam madhabī (Cole: “God knows where I’m  going!”; or “Only God knows 
my way!,” line 50).

The ambiguity of motive and destination in Ibn Gabirol implies that the 
soul’s proposed flight in the poem, however concretely rendered, is a spiri-
tual quest. The ambiguity is also captured in line 48 of the Arabic coda: la-
hfa ‘alā saqa‘ l- ladhi / qad dāqa fīhī maṭlabi. Following Yarden’s note, Peter 
Cole (87) translated the line “sigh for this world and its smallness / which 
 can’t contain my longing.” Schirmann, however, understood saqa‘ in the sense 
of “home” or “land.” It appears that Schirmann’s understanding is correct, 
and the line should read: “sigh in a land that  can’t contain my longing.”75 The 
poet’s prob lems with society yet attachment to it are symbolic of the soul’s 
imprisonment in the corporeal realm— the myth- metaphor of the soul’s 
exile in the material world and its longing to return and be gathered back to 
its sublime source. The text reminds us repeatedly (lines 24, 34, 38) of the 
soul’s need to replace community and its collective aspirations with com-
munion with God and to exchange the soul’s social isolation and its tempo-
rary attachment to material existence for intimacy and oneness with God. 
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Baḥya ibn Paqūda, the eleventh- century “Jewish Sufi,” as Diana Lobel iden-
tifies him,76 acknowledges but appears to downplay the significance of the 
Andalusi Jews’ condition of exile.77 Rather, like Ibn Shaprūṭ in the previous 
 century, Baḥya notes that the Andalusi Jews’ prosperity and security are signs 
of God’s perennial protective care for His  people. However, like Ibn Gabirol 
in this poem, he suggests that the individual’s interior spiritual life takes 
religious pre ce dence over the relationship between God and Israel.78

When he is not speaking as a liturgical poet on behalf of the commu-
nity, Ibn Gabirol tends to strip territory of religious significance. He has no 
use for al- Andalus and no par tic u lar or urgent need for the Land of Israel. 
Ibn Gabirol does not even seek what would now be called a diasporic intel-
lectual community; rather, the poet’s impulse to de- territorialize is matched 
by his sense of fulfillment as a solitary religious intellectual.79 Ibn Gabirol’s 
suppression of geo graph i cal desire,  whether for al- Andalus or Palestine, to 
which other Andalusi Hebrew poets gave voice (and to which Ibn Gabirol 
gave ample voice as a liturgical poet),80 as well as Samuel the Nagid’s 
displacement of it through imaginative repre sen ta tion, reinforces our 
sense of the flexibility and untidy complexity of  these competing tropes 
(Sefarad/Israel) and the va ri e ties of their inflection in eleventh-  and twelfth- 
century Andalusi Jewish culture as they relate to the notion of Sefardi 
exceptionalism.81

Moses ibn Ezra (ca. 1055– after 1138)

Chronologically the third of the four most accomplished Andalusi Hebrew 
poets, Moses ibn Ezra was born to privilege in Zīrid Granada around 1055, 
the year before Samuel the Nagid died. Sometime between 1090 and 1095, 
Ibn Ezra was driven from Islamic Granada to the northern Christian king-
doms, apparently a victim of the po liti cal turmoil surrounding the arrival of 
the Almoravid Berbers and toppling of the Zīrids in 1091. He died in exile 
from al- Andalus  after 1138, the year Moses Maimonides was born, on the eve 
of the Almohad age. Hebrew literary history regards Moses ibn Ezra with 
 great esteem on account of his penitential poems, introspective, philosoph-
ically minded lyr ics, and for his professional mastery of all the formal struc-
tures, genres, rhe toric, and stylistic devices of Arabic- inspired Andalusi 
Hebrew verse. Ibn Ezra is also known for composing nostalgic expressions 
of profound sorrow over his fate, especially in a cycle of lyrical complaints— 
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laments,  really— concerning his exile from Granada, a place to which the 
self- styled “prisoner of separation” (asir peirud) never returned.82

Recall how Samuel the Nagid appropriated biblical references and idi-
oms to frame his individual exploits as historically and religiously signifi-
cant for the Jewish community through typologies of historical recurrence. 
Ibn Ezra adeptly channels allusions and verbatim biblical citations referring 
to Israel’s collective exile to underscore his dire personal misfortune— exile 
from al- Andalus—as well as his hope for restoration:

How long are my feet consigned to exile,
 yet to find a resting place? . . .
Let my right hand wither if I forget them, or if
 but among them I should care to rejoice.
If God  will yet restore me to the splendor of
 Granada, my ways  will prosper again.83

On account of such expressions of profound attachment to Granada and his 
ardent commitment to the Judeo- Arabic culture of al- Andalus, Moses ibn 
Ezra is frequently portrayed, like the Nagid and at variance with Judah Halevi, 
as “unduly” dedicated to Sefarad, as opposed to devoted to Jerusalem. Far 
more accurately, he is depicted as a partisan voice for the superiority of the 
Jews of Sefarad over Jewish communities of other lands, that is, for Sefardi 
exceptionalism. Indeed, one of his plaintive epistolary poems portrays Fate 
expelling him from “palaces of plea sure” (heikhlei ‘oneg, i.e., al- Andalus) and 
casting him into Christendom (bat ’edom, i.e., the Christian kingdoms of 
northern Iberia) “amid boors who think themselves wise” in their foreign, 
uncivilized “forest” (ba- ‘aṣei ya‘ar) environment.84

Ibn Ezra is also cast as the most Arabic of the Andalusi Hebrew poets. 
He cultivated the practices and nurtured the image of a neoclassical Arab 
poet, adhering strictly to the canons of Arabic rhe toric, poetics, and aesthet-
ics, except that he wrote social and liturgical verse in Hebrew.85 Further-
more, Ibn Ezra drew attention to the Andalusi Jews’ complete acculturation 
to Arabic language, culture, and society (except for their steadfast adher-
ence to Jewish tradition in  matters of religious observance and practice). He 
cites two biblical prooftexts to validate this Jewish cultural turn, albeit with 
more than a touch of ambivalence and irony: “they mingled [wa- yit‘arvu also 
means ‘they Arabized’] with the nations and learned their ways” (Ps. 106:35); 
and “so that the holy seed has become intermingled [we- hita‘rvu] with the 
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 peoples of the land” (Ezra 9:2).86 The Judeo- Arabic prose work in which this 
citation appears contributed, above all, to the sense of Ibn Ezra’s fidelity to 
Arabic paideia and Andalusi Jewish adab.87

Ibn Ezra authored Kitāb al- muḥāḍara wa- l- mudhākara (The Book of 
Conversation and Deliberation), the most impor tant book about Arabic- style 
Hebrew poetry and poetics and Andalusi Jewish cultural history, during 
the  later years of his protracted exile in the Christian north, far from the 
precincts of Islamic Granada. Consequently, expert readers of Ibn Ezra have 
drawn attention to the impor tant question of Ibn Ezra’s audience for a Judeo- 
Arabic cultural miscellany outlining and justifying Andalusi Hebrew poetry 
and celebrating its essential place in the Jewish literary tradition.88 Who, ex-
actly,  were its readers supposed to be? Separated physically from his home-
land and alienated from the surrounding society that he regarded with utter 
disdain, the pessimistic Ibn Ezra appears to have been an improbable Anda-
lusi Jewish cultural emissary, unlike his younger con temporary the peripa-
tetic Abraham ibn Ezra. Abraham’s exile from al- Andalus in 1140 and his 
search for an audience to support and absorb his wide- ranging Andalusi Jew-
ish learning and prolific literary output (Hebrew poetry and rhymed prose, 
biblical commentaries and grammatical works, theological- philosophical, 
mathematical, astronomical, and astrological studies and translations from 
Arabic into Hebrew) took him to  England, France, and Italy.89 Read in light 
of his own lyrical complaints, as well as occasional comments in the work 
itself, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara was composed by Moses ibn Ezra without a dis-
cernible receptive audience before him except for the  imagined inquirer whose 
eight questions on poetry, literary history, and poetics supply the frame for 
the book’s eight chapters.

Kitāb al- muḥāḍara’s fifth chapter, “Regarding the Sheer Preeminence 
of the (Jewish) Exilic Community of al- Andalus over  Others in Compos-
ing Poetry, Rhetorical Discourse, and Hebrew Epistles” (Shufūf jāliyyat 
al- andalus fī qarḍi l- shi‘r wa- taḥbīri l- khuṭab wa- l- rasā’ il al- ‘ ibrāniyya), 
thematically mirrors the Arabic faḍā’ il al- andalus and mafākhir al- andalus 
lit er a ture discussed in Chapter 3.90 That is, like his eleventh-  and twelfth- 
century Andalusi Muslim counter parts, Ibn Ezra emphasizes the central-
ity of Andalusi Jewish literary culture to Sefardi exceptionalism. Following 
chapters devoted to the Arabs’ preeminence in composing poetry and 
the literary quality and prosodic form of the “poetic” books of the 
 Hebrew Bible (Psalms, Job, and Proverbs), chapter 5 of Kitāb al- muḥāḍara 
relates the cultural history of the Jews of al- Andalus from its inception 
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in tenth- century Córdoba to the early twelfth  century. Alexander Elin-
son observes that Ibn Ezra begins by invoking the authority of biblical 
texts to justify the view of Andalusi Jewish distinction, just as Ibn Ḥazm 
employs a hadith to situate al- Andalus within Islamic tradition. Indeed, 
another passage in Kitāb al- muḥāḍara cites, decontextualizes, and re- 
contextualizes a Talmudic tradition critiquing “the  people of the Galilee 
who  were not par tic u lar in their [Hebrew] speech” with the consequent 
loss of their knowledge of Torah, in marked contrast with the Judeans 
“who  were par tic u lar in their [Hebrew] speech and whose [knowledge 
of ] Torah endured,”91 down to their descendants in Sefarad.92 Elinson 
also notes that Ibn Ezra organizes the history of Andalusi Jewish culture 
according to generations of scholars and poets and by discipline.93 The 
chapter begins as follows:

Regarding the preeminence of the Jewish community of al- 
Andalus over  others in composing poetry, rhetorical discourse, 
and Hebrew epistles— that is the response to the fifth query.

 There are several reasons. The first is that they are from the 
tribes of Judah and Benjamin as Scripture attests: “So the chiefs 
of the clans of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and Levites, 
all whose spirit has been roused by God” (Ezra 1:5) and also: 
“ These are the  people of the province who came up from among 
the captive exiles whom King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had 
carried into exile to Babylon, who returned to Jerusalem and 
Judah, each to his own city” (Ezra 2:1).  These aforementioned 
populations are  people of the Noble Sanctuary, Jerusalem, the 
Holy City, may it be speedily rebuilt, and its environs, the exile 
released from Babylon, and the other exile to the lands of Rome 
and to al- Andalus, as Scripture testifies: “And that exiled force of 
Israelites [ shall possess] what belongs to the Phoenicians as far as 
Zarephath, while the Jerusalemite exile community of Sepharad 
 shall possess the towns of the Negeb” (Obad. 1:20). Our religious 
community received the tradition that Zarephath is the land of 
the Franks and Sepharad is al- Andalus in the language of the 
Arabs, associated with a person called Andalusān from the period 
of al- Izdihāq, the ancient king; and in the Romance language, 
Ishfāniyya, also derived from a ruler in the Roman country prior 
to the Goths, whose name was Ishfān, and whose capital was 
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Ishbīliyya (Seville), on his account was it named, among the 
earliest (settlers) Isfamia.

 There is no doubt that the  people of Jerusalem from whose 
exile community we hail  were more learned in classical Hebrew 
literary language and in transmission of rabbinic knowledge than 
the communities of other places and towns [kānat a‘lama bi- faṣīḥi 
l- lugha wa- naql ‘ ilmi l- sharī‘a min sā’iri l- bilād wa- l- qurā], as said 
in Scripture: “If a case is too baffling for you to decide, be it a 
controversy over hom i cide, civil law or assault— matters of dispute 
in your courts— you  shall promptly repair to the place that the 
Lord you God  will have chosen” (Deut. 17:8). Its most lucid 
expression [in Scripture] concerns the anticipated promises 
[regarding the  future]: “For instruction  shall come forth from 
Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.” (Isa. 2:3; Mic. 4:2)94

What are the “several reasons” for “the sheer preeminence of the (Jewish) 
exilic community of al- Andalus over  others” in Hebrew literary creativity? 
Ibn Ezra accentuates the Andalusi Jews’ aristocratic Jerusalemite lineage, 
their inheritance as the principal guardians of the classical Hebrew language, 
and, as Ibn Daud would “document” in the next generation, their station as 
au then tic custodians of rabbinic tradition. In other words, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara 
valorizes the Andalusi Jews’ lineage, learning, culture, and religious ortho-
doxy, the components constituting the trope of Sefardi exceptionalism.95

Ibn Ezra proceeds to expound upon the Andalusi Jews’ unique gift for 
adab and their accomplishments in creating sophisticated cultural products, 
noting that Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ’s leadership and agency was instrumental in 
catalyzing the developments that initiated Andalusi Hebrew literary culture:

When the Arabs conquered the peninsula of al- Andalus from the 
aforementioned Goths who themselves had been victorious over 
the Romans, its former masters, around three hundred before the 
Arabs conquered it during the period of al- Walīd bin ‘Abd 
al- Malik bin Marwān of the Umayyad dynasty from Syria in the 
year 92 according to their calendar called al- Hijra,  after a period 
of time our exile community made an efort to understand their 
tendencies and fi nally grasped their language, mastered their 
speech, fathomed their precise objectives, became accustomed to 
the true sense of their patterns,  were mindful of their poems’ 
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sweetness,  until God revealed to them the secrets of the Hebrew 
language and its grammar [ḥattā kashafa (a)llah ilayhim min sirri 
l- lugha al- ‘ ibrāniyya wa- naḥwihā], the weak letters, inversions, 
short vowels, the glottal stop, substitution, permutation, and 
assimilation of letters and other grammatical features, on which 
the proof of truth was adduced and by which the power of veracity 
was endorsed by Abū Zekhariah Yaḥyā b. David al- Fāsī, known as 
Ḥayyūj, and his followers, may God have mercy upon them. They 
quickly acquired rational methods of inquiry and understood that 
of which they  were previously ignorant. The determination to 
investigate the speculative sciences and acquire reason- based 
knowledge stirred in a few of them. But their discursive eloquence 
was not strong and they  were unprepared to compose poetry; they 
appreciated its sweetness and awakened to its marvels only  after 
the seventh  century of the fourth millennium since the Creation 
with the initial appearance of Abū Yūsuf Ḥasdai ibn Iṣḥāq b. 
Shaprūṭ, originally from Jaén, the communal leader, of Córdoba, 
may God have mercy upon him.96

Note the sequence of cultural and intellectual developments that the pas-
sage narrates. The Andalusi Jews’ historic, intimate encounter with Arabs 
and Arabic culture, along with their mastery of the Arabic language and Ara-
bic poetry, give rise to a dramatic revelation of sorts— the divinely inspired 
discovery of the hidden structures of classical Hebrew language and gram-
mar. This marvelous account of intellectual and cultural history concludes 
by noting that the Andalusi Jews rapidly acquired rational methods of in-
quiry, interest in the speculative sciences, and, eventually, the imagination 
and knack for composing Hebrew poetry. The remainder of the chapter, like 
Ibn Ḥazm’s roster of Andalusi Muslim savants and scholarship in the Risāla, 
reviews successive generations of numerous Andalusi Jewish literary and re-
ligious intellectuals, providing comments and evaluations on the literary 
skill and personal temperament of the Hebrew poets. It concludes with 
Ibn Ezra’s reflections on the genuine poet’s moral character and rhetorical 
expertise.

Ibn Ezra’s account in chapter 5 of Kitāb al- muḥāḍara thus accentuates 
the significance of the Andalusi Jews’ linguistic revolution and intellectual 
breakthrough as the first step in a series of interrelated cultural develop-
ments. Accordingly, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara broadens the disciplinary perspective 
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 adopted by Jonah ibn Janāḥ (b. ca. 985–990), the period’s seminal scholar of 
Hebrew philology and grammar. At the beginning of the introduction to 
his Judeo- Arabic work on biblical Hebrew grammar, Kitāb al- luma‘, Ibn Janāḥ 
asserts that expert knowledge of the Hebrew language is required for in-
formed understanding and interpretation of Scripture.97 For Ibn Ezra and 
all the Andalusi Hebrew poets, the Jews’ turn to the rational and aesthetic 
study of the text and language of the Hebrew Bible was also an indispens-
able step in their creation of Arabic- style Hebrew poetry. Thanks to their 
highborn lineage and their embrace and practice of Arabic adab, the Jews 
of al- Andalus excelled across the entire classical Judeo- Arabic cultural 
curriculum—in rabbinics, scriptural exegesis, philosophy, science, and, 
above all, in their exceptional proficiency in Hebrew language and poetry.

Kitāb al- muhāḍara defines Ibn Ezra’s literary identity as much as his 
poetry and textualizes his resolute ideological commitment to Arabic and 
Andalusi Hebrew adab that is centered in Sefarad and al- Andalus. In this re-
spect, the work is analogous to Sefer ha- qabbalah, whose teleological history 
of the rabbinate culminates in Sefarad. Moses ibn Ezra imagines an ideal 
audience for his life’s work attuned to Andalusi Jewish adab,98  whether back 
home in al- Andalus or in posterity, as an act of cultural and historical pres-
ervation. As a document of Andalusi Jewish culture at a time of transition, 
Kitāb al- muḥāḍara served as a significant literary exercise of “restorative 
nostalgia” and as an iconic, definitive statement of Sefardi exceptionalism in 
the twelfth  century.



C h a p t e r   5

Out of Place with Exceptionalism 
on the Mind

Sefardi and Andalusi Travelers Abroad  
(Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries)

 There is no Islam except in lands of the West.
— Riḥla, Ibn Jubayr

When Easterners could not manage poetry, the Westerners’ vision 
gushed prophetically.

— Taḥkemoni, al- Ḥarizi

The literary motif of “the journey” is as old as the ancient Egyptian tale of 
Sinueh and the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh. It is not surprising, then, that 
“the journey” appears as a compelling topos in vari ous genres of Andalusi 
Arabic and Sefardi Judeo- Arabic and Hebrew lit er a ture. During the late clas-
sical Islamic period, all manner of travelers— pilgrims, pietists, mi grants, 
adventurers, seekers, international merchants, craftsmen, literati, religious 
intellectuals, diplomats, agents, propagandists, political- religious refugees, 
and opportunists— set out from al- Andalus and Sefarad and the western 
frontier of Islamdom and Christendom and journeyed to North Africa or the 
northern Mediterranean, the Levant, and the Islamic East. Though fre-
quently traversing the same terrain, the social meaning of their journeys 
varied considerably in accordance with their difering motives and the his-
torically determined social and cultural matrices to which they belonged. 
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 These intrepid souls composed accounts of their experiences and discoveries 
in letters, lyr ics, travelogues, or imaginative narratives, necessarily framing 
their reflections in fidelity to the literary traditions within which they wrote. 
The travelers’ difering purposes in leaving the West for the East found tex-
tual expression in accordance with repre sen ta tional practices associated 
with dif er ent literary genres, linguistic traditions, and religious cultures, 
even as the social meaning of their journeys varied according to their station 
and orientation. From the pilgrim- poet’s exercise of his religious and liter-
ary imagination to the seeker’s quest for knowledge, intellectual community, 
cultural refreshment, or patronage, to the refugee’s search for safety and se-
curity, writing grounded in the venture of travel clearly lies at the intersec-
tion of social and cultural history. It also ofers a dif er ent manifestation of 
the tropes of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism.

Travel- based texts expose the instability and fluidity of sociocultural 
bound aries for Andalusi Muslims and Sefardi Jews. While operating within 
defined historical, religious, and cultural matrices, travel narratives, like other 
texts, have the potential to challenge and subvert their conventions by sepa-
rating triumphalist and messianic socioreligious and po liti cal ideals from life 
as it is actually experienced, in all its complexity. As texts, they engage, re-
sist, undermine, and dissolve the vari ous borders and divisions imposed and 
policed by communal and historiographic orthodoxy, thereby mirroring the 
expanded social and cultural horizons of the traveler’s experience.

I would like to focus on the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, a 
period especially rich in diverse documentation of Muslim and Jewish travel 
originating in al- Andalus and Sefarad.  These journeys and the textual re-
verberations they produced  were undertaken during an extended moment of 
historical transition across the Mediterranean writ large. To remind us of 
only a few critical shifts informing the movement of  people, goods, ideas, 
and texts across the region during this period: al- Andalus was incorporated 
into the Almohad Maghribi kingdom; the Andalusi Jewish community was 
thinned out in the pro cess, with many refugees dispersed to North Africa 
and the Christian kingdoms of the north of the peninsula; the importance 
of French Mediterranean ports  rose; and the activity of Italian merchants 
increased significantly in the wake of the Crusades.1 During the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, apocalyptic eschatology, Mahdism, popu lar messian-
ism, and millenarianism  were very much in the air, reflecting social, po liti-
cal, and religious upheavals and turmoil over contested territory between 
Christendom and Islamdom in the Iberian Peninsula and the Levant.  These 
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socioreligious trends are attested by successive revivalist movements in North 
African Islam, in late rabbinic midrashim, documents of the Cairo Geniza, 
and the pilgrimage of groups of Jewish settlers from France and North Africa, 
among  others “meeting in Jerusalem.”2

Of course, cultural constructions of geography, territory, and place, cen-
tral to the ways in which classical Islam and Judaism formally defined their 
place in history, conditioned what the traveler saw and how he represented 
it in textual form. Recall from Chapter 1 that in discussing the relationship 
between  mental maps and ideology, Piotr Michalowski writes: “Geography 
is a  human prob lem that involves both universals, which purportedly stem 
from the physical real ity of mankind, as well as culturally in de pen dent 
variables. Certain conceptions of space . . .  appear to difer  little across 
socie ties.  There do exist strong cultural variations, however, and one of the 
prob lems . . .  is the question of  mental or cognitive maps, that is, the ideas 
of space and its relative seriations that men and  women carry in their heads, 
so to speak.  These  mental maps include notions of preference, as well as 
vague ideas and value judgments about places that speakers or authors have 
never seen.”3

Turning back to the Andalusi Islamic and Sefardi Jewish traditions, with 
Michalowski’s insights in mind, the architects of classical Islam clearly ex-
pected Islamdom to expand over time, even if it might occasionally contract 
 under certain temporary circumstances. Their meta phorical conceptualiza-
tion of Islam as an expanding “abode” essentialized the idea of unity for a 
religious community within a sprawling civilization that was as culturally 
varied, socially diverse, and geo graph i cally dispersed in practice as it was 
religiously connected in ideal and theory. The makers of classical Judaism 
institutionalized the concepts of “diaspora” and “exile” to address the his-
torically and po liti cally anomalous status of the “ people of Israel”— the Jews 
in lands adjacent to and beyond Roman Palestine  until such time as God 
would bring about the “ingathering of the exiles.” The Jews’ historical pre-
occupation with exile and return pervades their lit er a ture— a poetics and cul-
tural practice that Sidra Ezrahi rather brilliantly called “booking passage.”4

In the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, “normative” religious and 
historical sensibilities pertaining to place— constituting, as Michalowski in-
structs us, the travelers’ cultural baggage and ideology— informed but did 
not define our Andalusi and Sefardi travelers’ cultural mentalities. Their 
travel constituted acts of imagination; and, as we  shall read, travel narratives 
activated the capacity of the literary imagination and its repre sen ta tional 
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practices to reshape and reconfigure experience.  Because travel expands the 
horizons of the familiar, the unusual, the misunderstood, or the unknown, 
it engenders contact across social and cultural bound aries, thereby trans-
forming established patterns of cultural meaning. As Eric Leed puts it: 
“The history of travel suggests that collective and individual identities arise 
from and are transformed by pro cesses of mutual reflection, identification, 
and recognition in  human relationships: that neither collective nor personal 
identities are implicit in the organism or collective but arise from relations 
to  others.”5

Let us turn to three paradigmatic late twelfth-  and early thirteenth- 
century texts as case studies, based on the experience of travel from the Ibe-
rian Peninsula to the East, and inquire as to what extent and how Andalusi 
and Sefardi travelers abroad construed and deployed the trope of Andalusi 
and Sefardi exceptionalism.

Benjamin of Tudela

For the Jews of Sefarad, the social meaning of travel was circumscribed by 
their historical status as a small and widely dispersed minority in both Chris-
tendom and Islamdom. Sefardi Jews traveled around the Mediterranean for 
many reasons: for commerce, as evidenced in the Cairo Geniza; as an act 
of piety, as in Judah Halevi’s voyage east in 1140–1141; on an intellectual 
quest, as in Isaac ibn Ezra’s mission (1140–1142) to Egypt, then via Damas-
cus to Baghdad, to study with the renowned phi los o pher Abū l- Barakāt 
al- Baghdādī; for religio- political sanctuary, as in Moses Maimonides’ mid- 
twelfth- century journey from Córdoba to Fez and eventually Cairo, by way 
of Acre and Jerusalem; in search of patronage, as in Judah al- Ḥarizi’s early 
thirteenth- century trek from Toledo in Castile, via Provence, to the Islamic 
East; for friendship; on diplomatic missions; on pilgrimage to holy sites in 
Palestine and Iraq; out of curiosity about reports of empowered or in de pen-
dent Jewish communities in remote places; and out of messianic hope or ex-
pectation. As we might expect, sources that have come down to us from each 
of  these figures point to multiple and complex motives  behind their journeys.

Benjamin of Tudela’s Sefer ha- massa‘ot (the Book of Travels, or the Itin-
erary) relates the author’s round- trip journey visiting Jewish communities 
from Iberia to Iraq and Persia (and including hearsay reports regarding 
Central Asia, India, China, Arabia, Germany, and northern France) at some 
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undetermined time  after Moses Maimonides’ arrival in the East.6 In the 
words of the anonymous editor’s preface to his “journal,” Benjamin “made a 
rec ord of all that he saw or was told by a trustworthy person— matters not 
previously heard of in the land of Sefarad. Also he mentions some of the 
sages and illustrious men residing in each place. . . . R. Benjamin is a wise 
and understanding man, learned in the Law and the halakha.”7

Benjamin belonged to the long- established Jewish community of Tudela, 
which was incorporated into the modest- size kingdom of Navarre from Is-
lamic al- Andalus, following the city’s conquest in 1119.8 Tudela’s Jewish com-
munity was prob ably bolstered by the arrival of refugees from Almohad 
al- Andalus in the transitional period  after 1147, “when all the nation had fin-
ished passing over [the border]” from the Muslim- controlled south to the 
Christian north, according to Sefer ha- qabbalah ’s overstated formulation.9 
Though the Jews of Tudela apparently prospered  under the rule of Sancho 
VI “the Wise,” they fell victim to civil unrest in 1170 and needed special royal 
protection from Sancho VII “the Strong.”10 The cultural background of the 
Book of Travels’ intended readers very likely reflected the vital mix of rab-
binic and Judeo- Arabic Andalusi Islamicate learning still common in the Ibe-
rian Christian kingdoms through the thirteenth  century.11 As heirs to 
Andalusi Jewish culture, the Book of Travels’ audience would have been very 
much aware of its own indebtedness to the former centers of Jewish learning 
in al- Andalus and the Islamic East. The text’s occasional use of Arabic and 
mindfulness of the Jews’ scientific, philosophical, exegetical, rabbinic, and 
literary indebtedness to Andalusi culture and the Islamic East indicate as 
much.

Like other examples of early geo graph i cal lit er a ture, the Book of Travels 
ofers “descriptions of lesser- known parts of the world to inform a ‘home 
population.’ ”12 Setting out from Tudela, Benjamin prob ably followed the 
northern trans- Mediterranean itinerary favored by Christian merchants.13 
His route took him to Saragossa, Tarragona, Barcelona, and then to Provence; 
from Marseilles via the sea to Genoa and then on to Rome; to Greece, Con-
stantinople, Cyprus, the Levantine coast, and overland to Jerusalem and the 
Islamic East, eventually returning to Navarre via Egypt and Sicily. Unlike 
his Muslim contemporaries, however, Benjamin had no travel- based or geo-
graph i cal literary tradition available to follow in setting forth his observa-
tions, comments, appraisals, and imaginings. Though he never explains why 
he set out on his journey or what inspired him to make a rec ord of it, it 
seems likely that the intercommunal tensions and threats that the Jews of 
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Navarre experienced in 1170 constituted the background to Benjamin’s jour-
ney and inform the Book of Travels’ specific interest in lands where Jews “ were 
not  under the yoke of the gentile kings.”14

The Book of Travels’ entries range from tantalizingly brief notices devoted 
to places familiar to the Jews of Sefarad via correspondence, texts, and oral 
communications to somewhat more extensive and occasionally expansive re-
ports about lands and communities farther afield. Storytelling occupies 
 little place; indeed, the text is primarily descriptive, and it displays  little nar-
rative voice except for what is reported in the name of Benjamin’s local in-
for mants. Rather, the Book of Travels’ interest lies in the text’s twelfth- century 
geo graph i cal sensibility and framing of the relationship between culture, 
commerce, religious community, territory, and power. In typically sober, oc-
casionally enthusiastic tones, the book focuses on the size, institutions, 
prosperity, leaders, monuments, and learning of the Jewish communities that 
the traveler encountered. As Benjamin’s near- contemporaries, the polymath 
Abraham ibn Ezra and the historian of rabbinic tradition and phi los o pher 
Abraham ibn Daud, remind their readers, the decline or disintegration of 
the Andalusi Jewish community meant that, to survive, its institutions, tra-
ditions, and learning had to be reconstituted in other places.15

While the principal concern defining the Book of Travels’ geographic ho-
rizons is thus the state of the Jewish communities that Benjamin visited, 
the text is also keenly attuned to their surroundings, carefully situating ob-
servations regarding the Jews within more general remarks about their place 
of domicile. Montpellier, for example, is described as “a place well situated 
for commerce. It is about a parasang [about four miles] from the sea, and 
men come for business  there from all quarters, from Edom (Christendom), 
Ishmael (Islamdom), the land Algarve,16 Lombardy, the dominion of Rome 
the  great, from all the land of Egypt, Palestine, Greece, France, Asia, and 
 England.”17 Benjamin appears highly interested in the Christian and Islamic 
East. Constantinople and Baghdad receive the most comprehensive treat-
ment. Cairo, Alexandria, Damascus, and Jerusalem are rendered in signifi-
cant detail, with attention to socioreligious diversity and practices, sites, 
institutions, dignitaries, and sights that would be in ter est ing and incredible 
to visitors from other lands. By contrast, North Africa and al- Andalus are 
ignored— apparently out- of- bounds to Benjamin’s view of the world hospi-
table for Jews, no doubt signifying a late twelfth- century northern Iberian 
aversion to Almohad territory and rule. This attitude does not extend to Is-
lamdom in general. On the contrary, in focusing on the Jewish communities 



 Exceptionalism on the Mind 145

of the Islamic East, the text draws attention to the generally favorable 
status that they enjoyed in the  later twelfth  century, at least from the per-
spective of a member of the recently embattled Jewish community of 
northern Iberia.

Benjamin’s travels take him through a shared socioeconomic space, a re-
gion where individuals of diverse religious, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds 
interact extensively and relatively freely, especially in commercial enterprises. 
The Book of Travels signals that it is unremarkable for Jews to move freely 
among Christians and Muslims in and between Christendom and Islamdom, 
apparently confirming S. D. Goitein’s construction of the high medieval 
Mediterranean as a “unified” world.18 Although the text mentions persecu-
tion of Jews in Byzantium, it si mul ta neously affirms their role in Constan-
tinople’s open po liti cal economy: “[It] is a busy city, and merchants come to 
it from  every country by sea or land, and  there is none like it in the world 
except Baghdad, the  great city of Islam. So the Greeks hate the Jews, good 
and bad alike, and subject them to  great oppression, and beat them in the 
streets, and in  every way treat them with rigour. Yet the Jews are rich and 
good, kindly and charitable, and bear their lot with cheerfulness.”19 The text 
is equally impressed with Alexandria as a hub of extraordinary international 
economic activity and opportunities for uncommon socioeconomic encoun-
ters: “Alexandria is a commercial market for all nations. Merchants come 
thither from all the Christian kingdoms.”20

Among all the lands that Benjamin actually visited, he reserves his most 
rousing description for Baghdad. In addition to marveling at the expansive 
sights, commerce, ser vices, and bustle of the Abbasid capital, The Book of 
Travels implicitly contrasts the Jews’ idyllic situation  there with its  earlier 
depiction of their prosperity and persecution in the Byzantine Empire. The 
entire passage is exceptional for its sociopo liti cal perspective on the glories of 
Jewish life in the Islamic East, attributed in large mea sure to the just, wise, 
and learned caliph: “ There the  great king, the Abbasid caliph, holds his 
court and he is kind unto Israel, and many belonging to the  people of Israel 
are his attendants; he knows all languages and is well versed in the law of 
Israel. He reads and writes the holy language [Hebrew]. . . .  In Baghdad, 
 there are about a thousand Jews and they dwell in security, prosperity and 
honor  under the  great Caliph, and among them are  great sages, the heads of 
academies engaged in the study of the Law.”21 The segment is reminiscent, 
in its own way, of Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ’s portrayal of the Andalusi Umayyad 
caliph and the Jews of that realm in his tenth- century correspondence with 
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the king of the Khazars, discussed in Chapter 2. Recall that Ibn Shaprūṭ, a 
court physician, scientist, diplomat, confidant of the caliph, and leader of the 
Jews of al- Andalus took note of the Jews’ secure and prominent place  under 
the protection of another enlightened Muslim ruler (‘Abd al- Raḥmān III al- 
Nāṣir and al- Ḥakam II al- Mustanṣir) in Umayyad Córdoba (“We are dwell-
ing peacefully in the land of our sojournings”). Yet the Book of Travels goes 
further, ascribing to the Abbasid caliph a cultural and religious intimacy 
with Judaism and Hebrew, as if he  were a Judeophile or even pseudo- Jew him-
self. The documents of the Cairo Geniza show that, when necessary, Muslim 
authorities did occasionally take an interest in the inner afairs of the autono-
mous Jewish communities in their realm (in Cairo, Syria- Palestine, and Iraq). 
Nevertheless, the notion that a Muslim ruler— however enlightened, free-
thinking, and accommodating  toward his Jewish subjects— would master their 
liturgical language and learn their sacred law is utterly fanciful.

This idealized portrait of the benefits that Abbasid rule conferred upon 
the Jews concludes with a thoroughly exaggerated scene of the lofty honor, 
nearly a co- sovereignty, that the Muslims extended (on the explicit authority 
of the Prophet Muḥammad, no less) to the exilarch, the hereditary— long 
since honorary and increasingly symbolic— office of the “Head of the Exile.”22

And at the head of them all is Daniel, son of Hisdai, who is 
styled, “Our Lord, Head of the Captivity of all Israel.” He 
possesses a book of pedigrees  going back as far as David, king of 
Israel. The Jews call him “Our Lord, head of the captivity,” and 
the Muslims call him “Sayyidna bin Dawud,” and he has been 
invested with authority over all the congregations of Israel at the 
hand of the emir al- Mu’minin the Lord of Islam. . . .

 There he appears before the caliph and kisses his hand, and 
the caliph rises and places him on a throne, which Muḥammad 
had ordered to be made for him, and all the Muslim princes who 
attend the court of the caliph rise up before him. And the head of 
the captivity is seated on his throne opposite the caliph, in 
compliance with the command of Muḥammad, to give efect to 
what is written in the Torah: “The scepter  shall not depart from 
Judah” (Gen 49:10).23

This famous passage, a rif on the esteem with which Muslims regarded 
Jewish descendants of Islamic prophet (and biblical king) David (previously 
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noted in Chapters  3 and 4), represents an ahistorical political- religious 
fantasy that proj ects power where  little truly resides. By the tenth  century, 
the caliph’s authority, like the exilarch’s (to which Muslim scholars such 
as the  great sage al- Birūnī compared it) had waned.24 The position was ren-
dered largely ceremonial except for a revival  under al- Nāṣir (1180–1225), 
successor to al- Mustaḍī‘ (1170–1180), the caliph in office during the time of 
Benjamin’s visit.

The religious and historical regard that Muslims aforded descendants 
of the “House of David” is clearly attested. However, the Book of Travels trans-
forms and amplifies Muslim acknowl edgment of the exilarch’s socioreli-
gious genealogical nobility into a manifestly po liti cal symbol—as though any 
Islamic authority would ever assent to a sign or form of Jewish sovereignty 
or power- in- waiting in the lands of Islam. Indeed, the Book of Travels’ bibli-
cal prooftext, “The scepter  shall not depart from Judah” (Gen. 49:10), was 
long a point of profound contention in Jewish- Christian and then Jewish- 
Muslim polemics in eleventh- century al- Andalus, as we observed in Chap-
ter 3, concerning Ibn Ḥazm’s report of his debate with Samuel (ibn al- Naghrīla) 
the Nagid.25 As the Book of Travels’ report would have it, the titular head of 
the Islamic umma openly affirmed a critical condition for the fulfillment of 
Jewish messianism.

For the Jews of al- Andalus, the semblance of Jewish sovereignty that the 
Book of Travels imagines supposedly held  great appeal as a harbinger of the 
messianic age. The Andalusi Jewish readiness to envision messianism began 
two centuries before Benjamin of Tudela, with Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ’s repre-
sen ta tion of the singularity of his position within the Umayyad polity, com-
bined with his avid interest in the in de pen dent Khazar kingdom.26 Frequently 
activist in form, this tradition endured when the centers of Sefardi Jewish 
life  were transferred to the northern Christian kingdoms.27 As discussed in 
Chapter 4, it is also evident in Samuel the Nagid’s depiction of his unique 
po liti cal role in postbiblical Jewish history as the prime minister of the Is-
lamic kingdom of Granada  under the Zīrid Berbers.28

In the early thirteenth  century, Judah al- Ḥarizi, who left Toledo for 
Provence and the Islamic East, depicts Jewish embrace of Islamic rule over 
the Holy Land. The “Jerusalem Maqāma” of Taḥkemoni, his collection of 
rhymed- prose rhetorical anecdotes discussed  later in this chapter, portrays 
Ṣalāḥ al- Dīn’s conquest of Jerusalem from the crusaders in 1187 as a sign of 
divine agency summoning Jews to return to the land and where they “now 
dwell  under the shadow of sweet comfort.”29 Likewise, al- Ḥarizi’s Arabic 
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rhymed- prose work, Al- rawḍa al-anīqa (The Pleasant Garden), celebrates the 
benefit the Jews derived from the Ayyūbid victory over the crusaders in Egypt 
in 1221.30 Where al- Ḥarizi’s works contemplate the real- world efects of re-
cent historical events, Benjamin’s po liti cal sensibilities extended well beyond 
the geo graph i cal and historical bounds of the world with which he was fa-
miliar into the realm of the thoroughly  imagined. For example, although 
Benjamin never reached Kurdistan, the Book of Travels relates the famous ac-
count of the legendary pseudo- Messiah David Alroy, who pledged in God’s 
name to secure Jerusalem “and  free you [the Jews of Kurdistan] from the 
yoke of the nations.”31 All such tales and reports enforce a borderless com-
munal, rather than  actual, geography and seem designed to galvanize the 
hopes and expectations of the Jews of late twelfth- century Navarre.

Beyond the Book of Travels’ frequent observations about the holy sites, 
surroundings, topography, architecture, and commercial environment of the 
Jewish communities around the Mediterranean and in the Islamic East, its 
sense of place is more fundamentally defined by their well- being, safety, sta-
tus, intellectual achievement, and po liti cal  future. In this re spect the Book 
of Travels calls to mind the cultural products of Andalusi Jews during the 
tenth and eleventh centuries. The text’s view of geography is secondary and 
thus for all its detail almost incidental—it represents the geo graph i cal out-
look of a small and scattered minority, the varied Jewish communities of the 
Mediterranean and the Levant. Indeed, as it moves easily and freely around 
the shores of the Mediterranean and beyond to adjacent lands, the Book of 
Travels collapses any sense of bound aries. As such, Sefardi exceptionalism in 
the form of Andalusi Judeo- Arabic cultural heritage and its potential for Jew-
ish empowerment of a sort looms large  behind the assumptions and agenda 
of the Book of Travels designed for a popu lar, rather than strictly elite, audi-
ence in the Jewish communities of Navarre and, more generally, all the Chris-
tian Iberian kingdoms.

Abū l- Ḥusayn Muḥammad ibn Jubayr (1145–1217)

Fortunately for the comparatist, it is pos si ble to read Benjamin of Tudela’s 
Book of Travels alongside that of an Andalusi Muslim near- contemporary.32 
Ibn Jubayr’s Riḥla is the acclaimed report of his trans- Mediterranean and 
Levantine journey and pilgrimage from Granada to Mecca and back (1183–
1185), on the first of three trips he undertook to the Islamic East. By the late 
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twelfth  century, journeys east in quest of knowledge and spiritual refresh-
ment had long since become a defining practice of Andalusi Muslims  eager 
to maintain first- hand contact with the Eastern centers of the Islamic world.33 
This religious and cultural routine, referred to and institutionalized as riḥla, 
was the Islamic equivalent of philosophical travel, often in the course of 
pilgrimage to sacred shrines.

Apart from its literary- historical significance as a paradigm for the riḥla- 
based literary tradition, Ibn Jubayr’s travelogue, described as “a  simple nar-
rative of a voyage undertaken and experienced,” is of interest to us in two 
re spects.34 First, it frames the Mediterranean and the Levant as shared ter-
rains in which Muslims and Christians interact with a regularity that is both 
troubling and reassuring for the Andalusi traveler and his intended reader. 
Indeed, as Olivia Remie Constable observes, “the Iberian peninsula was one of 
two places in the western Mediterranean, together with the nexus of Ifrīqiya- 
Sicily, where Christian and Muslim shipping routes met.”35 Second, the text 
represents Islamic polities and socie ties in the Mediterranean and the Levant, 
except for the Almohad realm in al- Andalus and the Maghrib, as in desperate 
need of spiritual rejuvenation, righ teous leadership, and social and po liti cal 
repair. Accordingly, Ibn Jubayr’s Riḥla vigorously espouses Andalusi (and 
Maghribi) exceptionalism in a new religious and po liti cal sense. As such, the 
riḥla stands in stark opposition to Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān,36 the acclaimed philo-
sophical allegory by Ibn Jubayr’s older con temporary Ibn Ṭufayl (ca. 1110–1185). 
A trusted physician and counselor for the Almohad ruler Abū Ya‘qūb Yūsuf, 
Ibn Ṭufayl nevertheless imagines a life of intellectual and spiritual discovery 
and fulfillment completely disconnected from  family, community, and soci-
ety.37 Its cosmopolitan vision of the divine Presence is reminiscent of the con-
clusion of Solomon ibn Gabirol’s Neoplatonic lyric studied in Chapter 4.

As an Andalusi Muslim from the region of Valencia (Sharq al- andalus) 
 under the warlord Ibn Mardanīsh during the so- called second ṭā’ifa period 
of in de pen dent rulers between Almoravid and Almohad rule, Ibn Jubayr 
certainly would have been aware of the dangerous po liti cal divisions within 
Andalusi Islam  until the Almohads secured hegemony over all of al- Andalus 
in 1172.38 Ibn Jubayr also was intimately familiar with a society in which 
Muslims and Christians mixed and cooperated somewhat freely in vari ous 
social sectors, commercial activities, and intellectual ventures. If such in-
teractions (and the presence of non- Muslims as well as heterodox Muslims) 
diminished significantly  under Almohad rule, they  were nevertheless re-
membered. Andalusi traditions and patterns of social be hav ior  were also 
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reinforced as Andalusi Muslims continued to encounter Christians from 
the northern Iberian kingdoms as well as with Italian traders calling at 
Andalusi ports. By contrast, the per sis tent threat that Christendom posed 
to the territorial integrity of al- Andalus was an inescapable concern for 
Muslim scholars and Almohad po liti cal elites like Ibn Jubayr, who se-
cured an administrative position in Granada sometime before his travels 
east in 1183.

Bearing the unlikely title Tadhkīrāt bi- l- akhbār ‘an ittifāqāt al- asfār 
(Accounts of Events That Befell upon Certain Journeys), the text details, 
among other  things, Ibn Jubayr’s Mediterranean travels on Christian ves-
sels. His pilgrimage from Almohad Granada to the Islamic East, shortly 
before Ṣalāḥ al- Dīn’s capture of Jerusalem in 1187, begins on a Genoese ship 
that took him from Ceuta to Alexandria— the first leg of a journey that 
eventually took him to Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus, Mecca, and Medina.39 
Though the text does not indicate the purpose of his travels, al- Maqqarī 
famously, if apocryphally, reports that Ibn Jubayr set out on pilgrimage to 
Mecca and Medina to atone for his sin  after the Almohad governor of 
Granada, for whom he worked as a secretary, forced him to drink seven cups 
of wine.40 Other sources and readers have cited the “quest for knowledge” or 
ideologically minded information gathering for the Almohads regarding 
the Ayyūbids following Ṣalāḥ al- Dīn’s vanquishing of the Fāṭimid caliph-
ate in 1171.41

Notwithstanding the conflict raging over control of Iberian territory 
in the West and Syro- Palestine in the East, throughout Ibn Jubayr’s work 
Muslims and Christians repeatedly cross paths, signaling how impossible it 
was for any trans- Mediterranean traveler performing the hajj to avoid en-
countering religious  others, even when remaining strictly within the 
Muslim world. Such narratives, Mary Gergen asserts, typically position 
social, cultural, and religious  others in relation to the self “discovered” in 
the course of the journey.42 I am less certain of what we can say about any 
sense of “self ” in  these narratives; rather, I am primarily interested in the 
depiction of religious “ others” and their be hav iors as counter- models for 
what is socially and religiously normative. Instructive in this re spect is the 
section describing Ibn Jubayr’s passage through Lebanon, which catego-
rizes the open social situation in the Mediterranean and the Levant  under 
the rubric of ‘ajā’ib— the strange, unusual, unexpected, or astonishing cir-
cumstances that travelers witnessed on their journeys (similar to the “mar-
vels and curiosities” [Thoma] that became a convention of “Eu ro pean” 
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travel lit er a ture).43  Here is how Ibn Jubayr puts it in his somewhat mysti-
fied response to them:

It is strange [wa- min al- ‘ajab] how the Christians round Mount 
Lebanon, when they see any Muslim hermits, bring them food 
and treat them kindly, saying that  these men are dedicated to 
 Great and Glorious God and that they should therefore share with 
them. . . .

One of the astonishing  things [wa- min a‘ jaba mā yuḥaddath 
bihi] that is talked of is that though the fires of discord burn 
between the two parties, Muslim and Christian, two armies of 
them may meet and dispose themselves in  battle array, and yet 
Muslim and Christian travelers  will come and go between them 
without interference. . . .

Between [the Hijaz road for overland passage of Muslims] and 
Jerusalem lies a day’s journey or a  little more. . . .  This sultan 
invested it, and put it to sore straits, and long the siege lasted, but 
still the caravans passed successively from Egypt and Damascus, 
 going through the lands of the Franks without impediment from 
them. In the same way, the Muslims continuously journeyed from 
Damascus to Acre (though Frankish territory), and likewise not 
one of the Christian merchants was  stopped or hindered (in 
Muslim territories).44

Documentary material from the period provides uncensored information on 
commercial, social, and cultural arrangements and interactions between 
members of competing confessional communities. By contrast, the traveler’s 
narrative voice is  under no obligation to highlight or even comment on such 
relations in the manner of Ibn Jubayr’s ambivalent wonderment at a Chris-
tian bridal pro cession in Tyre with Muslims and Christians in attendance 
together. Describing the bride’s decorous beauty and elegance and the cap-
tivating appeal of the entire cele bration, the passage concludes: “Leading 
them all  were the musical instruments. The Muslims and other Christian 
onlookers formed two ranks along the route, and gazed on them without 
reproof. . . . We  were thus given the chance of seeing this alluring sight, from 
the seducement of which God preserve us.”45

Elsewhere, Ibn Jubayr’s Riḥla manifests the unyielding hostility  toward 
Christians that we would expect at a time of heightened po liti cal tension.46 
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The “note on the city of Acre,” for example, invokes the pious formula “May 
God exterminate [the Christians in] it and restore it to the Muslims” (dhi-
kru madīnati ‘akka dammarahā llāhu wa- ‘adāhā), depicting a desolate religious 
landscape that draws upon the conventional language and imagery of Anda-
lusi Arabic elegies for Iberian cities lost to the Christians: “Unbelief and un-
piousness  there burn fiercely, and pigs [Christians] and crosses abound. It 
stinks and is filthy, being full of refuse and excrement. The Franks ravished 
it from Muslim hands in the first de cade of the sixth  century, and the eyes 
of Islam  were swollen with weeping for it; it was one of its griefs. Mosques 
became churches and minarets bell- towers.”47

Yet the same note represents Acre as an uncommonly impor tant com-
mercial crossroads: “Acre is the capital of the Frankish cities in Syria, the 
unloading place of ‘ships reared aloft in the seas like mountains’ (Qur an 15:24), 
a port of call for all ships. In its greatness, it resembles Constantinople. It is 
the focus of ships and caravans, and the meeting place of Muslim and Chris-
tian merchants from all regions.”48 Similarly, the “note on the fortress city 
of Tyre” alternates between the stock expression “May God Most High de-
stroy it” and the qualitative observation and judgment: “Its  people are by 
disposition less stubborn in their unbelief, and by nature and habit they are 
kinder to the Muslim stranger. . . . The state of the Muslims in this city is 
easier and more peaceful.”49

From an Andalusi perspective, this paradigm of intercommunal rela-
tions, a  century  after the loss of Islamic Toledo (1085) to Alfonso VI of Cas-
tile, must have seemed especially familiar, vexing, and ironic in lands such 
as Palestine, Lebanon, and Sicily, where Christians likewise had snatched 
sovereignty away from Islamdom. Accordingly, the Riḥla adjures its readers 
as if they  were the earliest Mudejares of Christian Iberia: “ There can be no 
excuse in the eyes of God for a Muslim to stay in any infidel country, save 
when passing through it, while the way lies clear in Muslim lands. They  will 
face pains and terrors such as the abasement and destitution of the capita-
tion and more especially, amongst their base and lower  orders, the hearing 
of what  will distress the heart in the reviling of him [Muḥammad] whose 
memory God has sanctified, and whose rank He has exalted.”50

Ibn Jubayr’s account of his shipwreck and rescue at Messina en route 
home to al- Andalus reflects an equally paradoxical view of Christian- Muslim 
intercourse, as Karla Mallette has observed.51 Although the text naturally 
attributes Ibn Jubayr’s deliverance to Providence, the Norman king William 
II plays a prominent role in realizing God’s design:
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The strangest  thing that we  were told was that this Rumi king, 
when he perceived some needy Muslims staring from the ship, 
having not the means to pay for their landing  because the  owners 
of the boats  were asking so high a price for their rescue, enquired, 
this king, concerning them and, learning their story, ordered that 
they be given one hundred ruba‘i of his coinage in order that they 
might alight. All the Muslims thus  were saved and cried, “Praise 
be to God, Lord of the Universe.” . . .  Another sign of the 
loving- kindness and benevolence of  Great and Glorious God 
 toward us in this disaster was the presence of this Rumi king. But 
for that, all within the ship would have been robbed of every thing, 
or all the Muslims might have been placed in servitude, for such 
was their custom.52

Ibn Jubayr’s depiction of William’s treatment of his Muslim subjects recalls 
Benjamin of Tudela’s account of Abbasid Baghdad. In both cases, the ruler 
acquits himself justly  toward his minority subjects, relies at court upon 
members of their community, and, incredibly, reads and writes their lan-
guage. However, the Riḥla interprets William’s largesse  toward the Mus-
lims in his realm not as a grateful, small minority accustomed to subject 
status might experience it (as the Jews of Baghdad in Benjamin’s account) 
but rather as viewed by erstwhile rulers of a lost Islamic Sicily, wary of a 
very power ful rival who has displaced them and usurped their sovereignty 
over the island:

Their king, William, is admirable for his just conduct, and the 
use he makes of the industry of the Muslims, and for choosing 
eunuch pages who all, or nearly all, concealing their faith, yet 
hold firm to the Muslim divine law. He has much confidence in 
Muslims, relying on them for his afairs, and the most impor tant 
 matters, even the supervisor of his kitchen being a Muslim. . . .  
William is engrossed in the pleasures of his land, the arrangement 
of its laws, the laying down of procedure, the allocation of 
functions of his chief officials, the enlargement of the splendor of 
the realm, and the display of his pomp in a manner that resembles 
the Muslim kings. . . .  He pays much attention to his (Muslim) 
physicians and astrologers, and also takes  great care of them. . . .  
May God protect the Muslims from his hostility and the extension 
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of his power [kafā llāhu l- muslimīna ‘adīyatahu wa- basṭatahu]. One 
of the remarkable  things told of him is that he reads and writes 
Arabic [wa- min ‘ajībi shā’nihi l- muḥaddath bihi annahu yaqra’u 
wa- yaktubu bi- l- ‘arabiyya].53

In the pious imagination, King William’s be hav ior, manners, and learning 
render him attractive and dangerously proximate to the Muslims. Like sev-
eral Andalusi historiographical portrayals of the eleventh- century Granadan 
figure Samuel the Nagid, William is cast  here as a power ful ersatz Muslim. 
His adoption of Muslim etiquette, his reliance on Muslim servants, bureau-
crats, and scholars (who are consequently beholden to him), and his appro-
priation of Islamic knowledge— especially the Arabic language and use of 
formulas signifying Muslim piety— transgress socioreligious bound aries de-
signed to protect Islam. Such be hav iors and the blandishments of his power 
amount to clear and pre sent social “seductions” for Muslims requiring God’s 
protection.54

Clearly, Ibn Jubayr’s Riḥla does not support a simplistic interpretation 
of the period as one defined by Crusade, Reconquest, and jihad. Rather, its 
ambivalence— alternately accepting and rejecting its religious  others— reflects 
the complexity of a seemingly contradictory situation in which social, com-
mercial, and cultural interactions existed alongside adversarial competition 
and conflict (including military clashes over contested territory), producing 
an abundance of polemical discourse.

Unlike Benjamin of Tudela, whose sparse reporting and reserved 
style does not signal much explicit consciousness of his Sefardi origin 
except for its intended audience and its suggestive message harking back 
to the Jewish experience in Umayyad al- Andalus, Ibn Jubayr frequently 
voices his sense of Andalusi- ness through expressions of profound satis-
faction with the Almohad caliphate and the Maghrib. Ideology, rather 
than pride, drives the discourse as the Riḥla declaims the inimitable 
rightness of the Islam practiced in Western Islamdom. Indeed, the text 
denotes that Almohad authority merits universal recognition and exten-
sion over all Islamdom.

Let it be absolutely certain and beyond doubt established that 
 there is no Islam save in the Maghrib lands [lā islāma ilā bi- bilādi 
l- maghrib].  There they follow the clear path that has no separation 
and the like, such as  there are in  these eastern lands of sects and 
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heretical groups and schisms, save  those of them whom  Great and 
Glorious God has preserved from this.  There is no justice, right, 
or religion in His sight except with the Almohads [lā ‘adla wa- lā 
ḥaqqa wa- lā dīna ‘alā wajhihi ilā ‘ inda l- muwaḥḥidīna]— may God 
render them power ful. They are the last imams of this time, all 
the other kings of the day follow another path, taking tithes from 
the Muslim merchants as if they  were of the community of the 
dhimma, seizing their goods by  every trick and pretext, and 
following a course of oppression the like of which, oh my God, 
has never been heard of. All of them, that is, except this just 
sultan, Saladin, whom we have mentioned for his conduct and 
virtues.55

Like other Muslim religious intellectuals of the period, Ibn Jubayr was be-
wildered and distressed by the divisions and discord in Islamdom and con-
temptuous of the avaricious Muslim rulers he witnessed on his journey. The 
Riḥla’s notice about the deplorable state of the sacred shrine in Mecca cap-
tures the consternation of a pious pilgrim. It prescribes genuine Islamic re-
newal through Almohad righ teous hegemony: “And the House of God is in 
the hands of hordes who make an illegitimate living from it and make pos-
session an excuse for pillaging wealth. . . . May God soon remedy this by a 
purification which  will lift  these ruinous innovations from the Muslims by 
the swords of the Almohads, the companions of the faith, the party of God, 
possessors of truth and honesty, guardians of the haram of— God  Great and 
Mighty,  eager [to maintain] His prohibitions, devoted to spreading His word 
and His mission and leading His faith to victory. He who brings to pass what 
He wishes.”56

The Riḥla thus reads as an expression of activist allegiance to the Al-
mohad caliphate and pious hope that its uncompromising advocacy of the 
doctrine of tawḥīd as correct belief, its religious reform and insistence on 
“commanding good and forbidding evil” would continue to expand east-
ward—it had already reached Ifrīqiya (Tunisia)— and that Ṣalāḥ al- Dīn’s he-
roic uprightness would restore Islamic norms of social justice and religion 
in the East. The text’s “religious geography” thus imagines universal res-
toration of a lost  wholeness and just order in Islam newly found only in 
al- Andalus and the Maghrib. Its vision of Andalusi and Maghribi religious 
exceptionalism is in keeping with the mind- set of an ideologically com-
mitted penitent pilgrim but at variance with the intricate sociocultural 
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accommodations of the age that Ibn Jubayr encountered and his Riḥla mar-
veled at on his travels.57

Judah al- Ḥarizi (1165–1225)

Around 1208, the Arabic and Hebrew literary intellectual Judah al- Ḥarizi 
trekked from Arabophone Toledo in Castile via Provence and a sojourn  there 
to the Levant and Islamic East in 1215. Al- Ḥarizi’s travels, spanning the ge-
ography of Jewish communities of the Levant and Islamic East, are inter-
twined in complex ways with a corpus of Hebrew and Arabic texts that he 
authored in transit and in his final stop, a return visit to Aleppo.58 Al- Ḥarizi’s 
readers typically question the purpose of his trip and his motive for writing 
the literary works informed by it. He supposedly set out in search of Jewish 
patrons whose diminished largesse eluded him in Castile.  There is evidence 
to the contrary, since while still in Toledo, al- Ḥarizi composed Maḥberot iti’el, 
his Hebrew “translation”- adaptation of al- Ḥarīrī’s benchmark collection of 
Arabic maqāmāt.59 He relates that Sefardi grandees commissioned him to 
undertake the translation: “The dignitaries of Sefard pleaded with me when 
I was still among them / to ‘translate’ this book for them / and I could not 
turn them away.”60 The introduction goes on to imply that al- Ḥarizi’s com-
pliance with the request to translate the Arabic masterpiece occasioned his 
abrupt departure from Toledo and Sefarad: “Now when I had fulfilled their 
desire and had translated the book, I forsook my home and wandered on 
roads, I sailed on ships. I crossed seas. I fled from the West and I shone in 
the East. And I realized that I had done foolishly, and my iniquity was greater 
than I could bear in having neglected to compose a book of our own poetry, 
and I had undertaken to translate a book of foreign poetry, as though the 
Living God  were not among us.”61

In any event, the quest for benefactors (rationale #1) occupies a promi-
nent place in al- Ḥarizi’s literary corpus: in Taḥkemoni,62 the collection of He-
brew maqāmāt— rhetorical and picaresque anecdotes— that he finished 
composing in the Islamic East;63 in the so- called Maqāma of the Patrons,64 
an in de pen dent Hebrew composition detailing his itinerary and reported in 
al- Ḥarizi’s own name; and in his interrelated Judeo- Arabic prose works au-
thored during the same period.

Apart from al- Ḥarizi’s search for sponsors, his works pre sent the reader 
with a knotty, even jumbled, picture of what the author- traveler claims to 
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seek and imagines that he  will find in embarking for lands beyond his home-
land. In Provence, for example, al- Ḥarizi pre sents himself as an emissary of 
Andalusi Jewish culture. Embracing the practice of mujāwara (disseminat-
ing knowledge), he presumes to educate and enlighten Provençal literary and 
religious intellectuals in Hebrew and Arabic culture (rationale #2). For a time, 
al- Ḥarizi even seems to have found that venture profitable in the form of his 
translations of vari ous Jewish  legal, philosophical, and adab texts from Ara-
bic into Hebrew.65 However, profound socioreligious and intellectual frictions 
in which al- Ḥarizi was embroiled already in Toledo loomed large in 
Provence— namely, the Maimonidean controversy and al- Ḥarizi’s professional 
rivalry with Samuel ibn Tibbon working with competing methods and styles 
of translation.66  Under  these circumstances, al- Ḥarizi is thought to have fol-
lowed intellectually minded Provençal rabbis among his supporters and in-
timates who left for the East in the hope of conferring with Abraham 
Maimuni (rationale #3) and with whom he would subsequently reconnect in 
Egypt and Jerusalem.67 Naturally, al- Ḥarizi encountered socioreligious ten-
sions within the Jewish communities  there.

By contrast with the idea that al- Ḥarizi was hunting for benefactors or 
escaping a religious controversy in which he was enmeshed and consequently 
looking elsewhere for intellectual community,68 al- Ḥarizi’s introduction to 
Kitāb al- durar (The Book of Pearls), a collection of eleven “Divine Odes” and 
other Arabic poems and prose comments or ga nized around his stations dur-
ing the Eastern legs of his journey, characterizes his motivation in transpar-
ently conventional Arabo- Islamic terms. Judah traveled in pursuit of 
knowledge (ṭalab al- ‘ ilm) and in the prospect of absorbing tales of won der 
(‘ajā’ib) found in far- of lands (rationale #4): “ There I was, at the age of am-
bition, ere had waned the wish to wander, in order to sip the wine of wisdom 
and gather the blooms of knowledge, longing greatly to attend the meet-
ings of the learned, and to hear of marvels of [distant] lands from the lips of 
strangers.”69

The first and second of Taḥkemoni ’s Hebrew introductions sets forth yet 
another purpose for the journey East and the work: the author’s fervent 
ideological- religious dedication to the Hebrew language and a Hebrew 
linguistic and literary program in opposition to the universal veneration of 
Arabic.70 Al- Ḥarizi supposedly hoped to discover or stimulate a like- minded 
commitment that he could market among the Jewish communities of the 
East that would surely benefit from and appreciate his mastery of Andalusi 
Hebrew culture and support his literary endeavors (rationale #5).  Here, three 
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purposes merge: the ideological, the educational, and the commercial. How-
ever, Taḥkemoni ’s first Hebrew introduction also decries the Jews’ preference 
for Arabic over Hebrew and “assigns” al- Ḥarizi the sacred task of redeeming 
the holy language and inspiring Jewish literary intellectuals to embrace this 
cultural agenda, especially from “Egypt to Baghdad,” where it  will enlighten 
and instruct Jews whose Hebrew is shoddy.71

The second Hebrew introduction (the first maqāma), in the form of an 
 imagined meeting and consultation between the author’s persona and one of 
his characters, concedes that Arabic is superior to other languages, except 
for Hebrew. Hebrew has been largely forgotten, on account of the Jews’ pro-
tracted exile, but what remains of it is more than sufficient to produce en-
chantingly beautiful lit er a ture.  Here, too, the Hebrew language finds its 
redeemer. This perspective on the cultural challenges of the day— competition 
with Arabic, protest about the sorry state of Hebrew knowledge among the 
Jews, and the holy language’s enduring artistic capacity— reproduces con-
ventional tropes of Jewish lit er a ture during the Andalusi and post- Andalusi 
periods.72 Written in Arabic and in al- Ḥarizi’s own voice, Taḥkemoni ’s third 
dedication is unsparing in its pessimistic perspective of the prospects for suc-
cess in light of al- Ḥarizi’s observations on the ground: “I have noticed that 
most of the Israelite community in  these lands of the East are devoid of the 
Hebrew language and denuded of its beautiful garments. If one of them  were 
asked about a Hebrew word, it would seem as if he  were being addressed in 
a foreign language. . . . I consider this to be one of the most terrible misfor-
tunes to come upon our nation during our exile. This disease continues to 
spread among them, to the extent that most of them are never capable of 
putting the [Hebrew] letters together.”73

The text expresses nothing but utter contempt for the prominent  people 
and poets of Eastern lands: they are vilified for their avarice and parsimoni-
ousness, their obtuse anti- intellectualism, inept and amateurish poets, and 
their immorality. It represents the Islamic East, once long- standing home 
to the centers of Jewish life and scholarship, as an intellectual and cultural 
backwater, especially with re spect to its communities’ command of Hebrew 
and compared with the Jews of al- Andalus. At a supposedly subsequent stage, 
al- Ḥarizi appeared to come to terms with his new surroundings: Kitāb al- 
durar praises Easterners (with notable exceptions) for their largesse, schol-
arship, and moral stature, especially members of the rabbinic and social elites 
in Cairo, Alexandria, and Damascus.74 But this might have represented a 
temporary accommodation, according to the testimony of his apparently final 
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composition, “The Pleasant Garden,” in which an embittered author grum-
bles about recent treatment by prominent members of the Baghdadi Jewish 
community.75

The meticulous, albeit positivist, editors of al- Ḥarizi’s Hebrew and Ar-
abic works say that “the purpose of al Ḥarizi’s journey was to describe the 
communities from West to East” (rationale #6).76 Indeed, the texts describe 
more than fifty Jewish communities, including Alexandria, Cairo, Acre, 
Safed, Damascus, Aleppo, Mosul, Baghdad, Wāṣit, and the shrines of the 
Prophet Ezekiel and Ezra the Scribe, near Basra. They also mention by name 
more than two hundred Jewish notables and poets in the East.

To complicate  matters even further, Taḥkemoni’s dedicatory poem alludes 
to Judah Halevi’s pilgrimage lyr ics and thus suggests a more pious motiva-
tion for al- Ḥarizi’s trip East, a journey that he undertook around his fiftieth 
year. In all likelihood, al- Ḥarizi was aware from Halevi’s verse that his il-
lustrious precursor contemplated his pilgrimage at the same stage in his life 
(rationale #7):

His land was the “Garden of God,”
 now exiled and banished from its fields,
He left the land of his sojourn
 and raced trembling to the Land of the Lord.
His name is known as Judah ben Solomon
 the name of his land and homeland, Sefarad.77

A fragment from a separate al- Ḥarizi text called “Iggeret leshon ha- zahav” 
(Epistle of the Golden Language) depicts the trek in nearly identical terms:

Sefarad is my land and the abode in which I lie down . . .
And I have made Jerusalem my sought- after destination . . .
And I left the district of Sefarad one morning,
and went down to the
swelling waves of the sea
and hurried, trembling, to the Land of the Lord.78

Halevi’s prose formulation—he referred to himself as “one whose homeland 
is Sefarad but whose destination is Jerusalem” (Sefarad admato / vi- rushalayim 
megamato), in a letter to an Egyptian dignitary— certainly found an echo in 
al- Ḥarizi.79 In Taḥkemoni, the fictional narrator responds to a query about 
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his place of origin by rephrasing Halevi: “Sefarad is my land, the Land of 
Israel my destination” (Sefarad admati / we- ereṣ ha- ṣevi megamati; maqāma 
49:133).80 The pious motivation is also related in the introduction to Kitāb 
al- durar: “Perchance, I would be granted to gaze upon the Holy Land and 
the divine landmarks, so that I could commune in pious prayer with God 
most high, who had bestowed upon me its benefit in that I would be able to 
inhale the perfumes of the land from the fragrance of its soil. Of the source 
of its wellsprings, perchance, I would be granted to catch a glance; yea, to 
capture wondrous marvels and astounding sights, at which souls faint with 
rapture, and hearts melt away at pining.”81 Such allusions sufficed for 
Schirmann- Fleischer to suggest that al- Ḥarizi purposefully framed his jour-
ney as a Halevi- inspired pilgrimage.82

As is well known, the individual chapters or installments of Taḥkemoni 
are discontinuous, detached rhetorical anecdotes and thus do not represent 
a journey at all but, rather, irregular meanderings of the linguistic, imagi-
native, and textual kind. Taḥkemoni claims to be further dissociated from the 
author’s experiences and voice through the mediated reportage of its two con-
ventional fictional personae, the characteristically staid and gullible narra-
tor, Heman the Ezraḥite, and the uncommonly eloquent and provocative 
trickster- protagonist Ḥever the Qenite. In keeping with the conventions of 
the Hebrew version of the genre, al- Ḥarizi apprises the reader: “And I com-
posed all the chapters in this book, put them in the tongue of Heman the 
Ezraḥite and Ḥever the Qenite. And even though none of them ever lived, 
and all that I quoted never existed, this is the rule of  those who composed 
maqāmāt.”83 Yet, just as Taḥkemoni seems to mark as indelible the line be-
tween the  imagined and the real, it also endeavors to blur or even erase the 
line— a mea sure of its literary artistry.84 The author’s persona appears in the 
first maqāma and interacts with one of the fictional characters; and Taḥkemoni 
includes ten direct and mostly ingenious references to the author’s biblical 
namesake Judah or to his allotted territory in biblical Israel.85 With a few 
exceptions, I read such passages of Taḥkemoni and its allusions to the biblical 
figure Judah as  little artistic treats left for the reader’s literary plea sure, as 
tongue- in- cheek literary gestures, not as suggestions for the reader neces-
sarily to identify the fictional characters with the author.

Taḥkemoni is neither an account of al- Ḥarizi’s travels nor a forthright, 
uncomplicated mouthpiece for expressing his thoughts, as some would have 
it.86 From a literary- critical perspective, eforts to alternately identify  either 
Heman or Ḥever with al- Ḥarizi, depending on the supposedly “autobio-
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graphical descriptions” of a par tic u lar maqāma, are frequently overdeter-
mined except in a select few instances, such as maqāma 46 [39] (“Appraisal 
of the  People”), which traces the itinerary while devoid of the sorts of narra-
tive artifice that the reader encounters in other maqāmāt.87 Readings fixated 
on capturing “autobiographical” details in an imaginative text easily can fall 
into the trap of circular reasoning insofar as they reflexively view Taḥkemoni’s 
fictional landscapes and in ven ted encounters in light of textual evidence 
that the Arabic and Hebrew prose travel accounts provide.88

Michael Rand’s manuscript excavation of Taḥkemoni’s compositional lay-
ers is an exception to the studies determined to pin down al- Ḥarizi’s “iden-
tity.” He keenly teases out Taḥkemoni’s vari ous conventional thematic polarities 
as evidence of its literary achievement. Rand also endeavors to identify more 
than a few passages wherein the fictional characters supposedly speak on be-
half of the author  because of a par tic u lar theme or a reference to the name 
of the biblical figure Judah.89 Consequently, he concludes that Taḥkemoni and 
al- Ḥarizi’s journey are so completely entangled as to be virtually inseparable 
and that al- Ḥarizi produced a “narrative that included a strong ele ment of 
his own autobiography as an itinerant poet and man of letters.”90 He sums 
up al- Ḥarizi’s double venture: “Thus we see that the journey in the East, 
the composition and redaction of the Taḥkemoni, and al- Ḥarizi’s search for 
patronage are all intertwined, as biographical/geo graph i cal fact, ideological 
(and artistic) motive, and practical facilitation. In real ity, all  these aspects 
are united in the person of al- Ḥarizi. Seen from the point of view of the 
Taḥkemoni, the rarefied journey literary product in which they are recorded, 
this means that the book and the journey are inseparable.”91

Despite its professed fictionality, Taḥkemoni certainly intersects indirectly 
with al- Ḥarizi’s own travels. Indeed, the maqāma genre serves as a brilliant 
literary vehicle for the peripatetic author. Its stylized form is predicated on 
its restive characters’ roving and directionless passages, their discontinuous 
comings and  goings, arrivals and departures from maqāma to maqāma. The 
readers’ sense of constant movement and the fluid rhythmic prose and the 
cadences of its rhymes within each maqāma are interrupted only by inter-
laced poetry. Moreover, the maqāma genre’s conventional adab themes in-
clude discovery, foreignness, and wonderment, all of which serve an author 
on the move. Most significantly, Taḥkemoni represents Judah on the make: 
his dogged pursuit of financial backing from the mercantile elites of Medi-
terranean Jewish society and his ideologically minded pre sen ta tion of He-
brew literary history. It satirically reviews Eastern Jewish communities and 
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their cheapskate patricians: “The Misers” (maqāma 12);92 it calls out the in-
ept versifiers he encountered in the Islamic East, compared with Sefarad: 
“Appraisal of the Poets of al- Andalus” (maqāma 3);93 “The Era of the He-
brew Poets” (maqāma 18);94 and bemoans the disappointing quest for patrons 
in the East staged as a literary debate between “Miserliness and Magnanim-
ity” (maqāma 42): “ Don’t you see that in all the countries of the world, from 
Egypt to Persia / you  will not find an uncrooked patron / except for one in 
a thousand.”95 In par tic u lar, “Appraisal of the  People” (maqāma 46),96 two 
versions of which have come down to us, resembles a travel narrative. De-
void of imaginative ele ments or narrative artifice, the maqāma draws directly 
on the author’s itinerary, transforming, as it  were, his movements into liter-
ary form as the rhetorically gifted grifter Ḥever the Qenite revisits all of al- 
Ḥarizi’s way stations, from Toledo to Lunel and from Marseilles aboard ship 
to Alexandria and points east.

Thanks to the Arabic and Hebrew texts grounded in al- Ḥarizi’s journey 
and to Joseph Sadan’s discovery of an entry on al- Ḥarizi in a biographical 
dictionary of Arabic poets,97 al- Ḥarizi’s journey also can appear to resemble 
a form of “cultural refreshment” much like the “spiritual refreshment” (al- 
murṭabāt al- rūḥiyya) that Andalusi Muslim travelers bound for the Islamic 
East sought in response to changing, and often unsettling, social and po liti-
cal conditions in the West. Indeed, the introduction to Kitāb al- durar cited 
above as intimating the quest for knowledge or intellectual community also 
signals an expectation to find it in the Levant and Islamic East: “ There I 
was, at the age of ambition, ere had waned the wish to wander, in order to 
sip the wine of wisdom and gather the blooms of knowledge, longing 
greatly to attend the meetings of the learned. . . .  I had long dwelt in the 
lands of the West, yearning to sail the seas and wander afar, to visit the 
Levant and Iraq.”98 Thus al- Ḥarizi’s readers ascribe the wanderlust that 
drew him eastward as an indication that he anticipated feeling more cul-
turally at home in an Islamic society and a fully Arabic- speaking environ-
ment than was pos si ble at the turn of the thirteenth  century in Toledo 
(rationale #8).99

Rina Drory identified al- Ḥarizi’s writings as products of new cultural 
circumstances in Christian Spain and Provence, in which the Andalusi 
tradition— Arabic employed for communicative and Hebrew for ceremonial 
purposes, characteristic of Jewish lit er a ture in the Arabic- speaking lands 
of Islam since Sa‘adia Gaon— was replaced by Hebrew exclusivity (ratio-
nale #9).100 While extremely insightful, this functional- instrumentalist 
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scheme does not entirely account for the complexity of al- Ḥarizi’s linguistic 
practice informed by his travels and experiences, expectations and disap-
pointments, even if it illuminates his aesthetics and ideology.  After all, al- 
Ḥarizi abandoned Toledo and Provence for the Islamic East and remained 
 there  until his death. Drory thus determines that Taḥkemoni ’s purpose was 
to indoctrinate Eastern literary intellectuals with Hebrew linguistic and lit-
erary tradition from Sefarad.101 Rand’s aforementioned study of Taḥkemoni ’s 
intricate textual history identifies “literary penance” (with Hebrew displacing 
Arabic) as “strongly implied” (rationale #10) for undertaking its composition.102 
And, of course, as imaginative lit er a ture with its humorous and satirical narra-
tives and rhetorical flourishes, Taḥkemoni means to entertain its audience, as 
the author signals in the book’s introduction proper (rationale #11): “The 
word of Judah, son of Solomon the Sefardi, son of Ḥarizi: The Lord has given 
me a skilled tongue to rhyme nice words and special idioms . . .  and [thus] 
to bring to  every land joy and gladness to the Jews.”103

Judah al- Ḥarizi— driven and drawn eastward, literary opportunist, cul-
tural emissary, Arabic- speaking literary and religious intellectual out of place 
in Provence, pious pilgrim, Hebrew bard in search of Eastern patrons, He-
brew ambassador in the East, professional Arabic poet for Muslim and Jew-
ish aristocrats, author of detailed travelogues, seeker of expiation for linguistic 
and literary sins: we can find textual evidence justifying each of  these por-
traits of the author. How can we make sense out of this array or, rather, dis-
array of assessments of Judah al- Ḥarizi?

I prefer to pose the question of purpose and motive diferently. How do 
al- Ḥarizi’s writings illuminate his evolving literary identity, which is typi-
cally constructed in response to the professional dilemmas and social and 
cultural circumstances that he encountered on his travels? As we observed 
in the Introduction, literary identity, as opposed to “identity,” a theoreti-
cally compromised term in some quarters,104 makes no ontological claims 
and does not presume to recover or know with certainty what the author 
felt, thought, or intended. Rather, critical analytical interrogation of texts, 
in all their thickness, ambiguity, and internal and intertextual dissonance, 
produces a sense of the author’s discursively constructed literary identity, in-
formed by considerations of practice and artistic ethos drawing “on an ex-
ceptionally broad range of conventions and symbols, such as value- systems, 
religious beliefs, common practices, and scientific and artistic fashion.”105 In 
al- Ḥarizi’s case, as with his preeminent Andalusi precursors and models 
Samuel the Nagid, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Moses ibn Ezra, and Judah Halevi, 



164 Chapter 5

literary identity is inherently related to ideas about and repre sen ta tions of 
the al- Andalus/Sefarad and Jerusalem vector and thus to the trope of Sefardi 
exceptionalism.

The key to deciphering al- Ḥarizi’s unstable, evolving, and multiply con-
structed literary identity and his espousal of Sefardi exceptionalism lies in 
reading his works as per for mances of that identity, as literary responses to 
his journey and social texts in dialectical relationship with his ideological 
commitment and mission on behalf of Andalusi Hebrew culture. For this 
reason, I am especially interested in the texts depicting interactions with and 
assessments of vari ous audiences as well as al- Ḥarizi’s professed ideological 
commitments and  actual linguistic- literary practice: 1) maqāma 3, on the lit-
erary history of Andalusi Hebrew poetry, and maqāma 18, on the literary 
history of Hebrew poetry in al- Andalus and the Islamic East, each with a 
minimum of imaginative ele ments; 2) two recensions of maqāma 46 [39] 
(“Appraisal of the  People”); 3) Kitāb al- durar; and 4) Taḥkemoni ’s three ver-
sions of an introduction, each providing its own framing of the book.  These 
materials, by turns, praise and vilify the social, religious, literary, and intel-
lectual elites of the Eastern communities that al- Ḥarizi visited. By contrast, 
they provide glowing perspectives on Andalusi Jewish communal figures, 
poets, and thinkers and portray al- Andalus, including Toledo in Christian 
Castile, as the unrivaled epicenter of Hebrew language and lit er a ture and 
Jewish culture.

Let me begin to unravel the confusing chaos of the author’s ostensible 
purposes as traveler and poet by discussing the most impor tant formal and 
conceptual ele ments of the “Jerusalem maqāma,” whose literary oddities have 
been overshadowed by its solemn subject. Then I  will briefly return to the 
significance of al- Ḥarizi’s assessments of the Jewish sociocultural scene in 
the Islamic East compared with that of al- Andalus, the artistic ideological 
bearing of Taḥkemoni ’s introductions, and the interrelation of  these ele ments 
in afording us a somewhat clearer understanding of his literary identity in 
the last de cade of his life.

The Jerusalem maqāma depicts the fictional characters’ encounter in the 
Holy City, whose Jewish community was reconstituted in 1187, when Ṣalāḥ 
al- Dīn retook Jerusalem from the crusaders a generation before al- Ḥarizi’s 
visit in 1217.106 It may be outlined as follows:

1. Heman, a Jew from Sefarad, addresses his soul and urges it to 
orient itself to Zion. (lines 1–13)
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2. Heman recites a “Lament for Zion” (lines 14–63):107

a. Heman addresses Zion and revels in praise of its glories.  
(lines 11–22)

b. Elegy for Jerusalem’s state and lament for the absence of its 
 people in exile (lines 23–46)

c. Hope for, and expectation of, redemption and return to Zion 
(lines 47–63)

3. Heman encounters a Jerusalemite who recounts the city’s recent 
history and prays for an end to unspecified communal strife. 
(lines 64–124)

4. Recognition scene of Ḥever as the Jerusalemite and leave- taking 
 after a month together (lines 125–128)

The Jerusalem maqāma finds Heman ha- Ezraḥi, who identifies himself as 
from Sefarad, in Egypt, impelled by an urgent need to “go up” to “Jerusa-
lem’s good.” Touring holy ground, Heman recalls Jerusalem’s once- grand 
stature (lines 1–10) and appears  every bit the pilgrim (“Let me die now that 
I have beheld your appearance,” line 9), vowing not to leave “this place.” He 
then ofers a lengthy mournful dirge to Jerusalem, indebted to Judah Halevi 
(as well as the Book of Lamentations), that underscores his identity as a 
Sefardi Jew whose spirit is drawn to religious experience in the Holy City 
(lines 11–60).108 The incipit of the lyric’s very peculiar formula— “A soul 
from Sefarad was exiled to Zion” (nefesh le- ṣiyyon mi- sfarad galtah) is all the 
more curious  because of the lyric’s devotional theme. In fact, its quizzical 
subversive note (“exile from Sefarad”) echoes the ambivalent formula 
found in Taḥkemoni ’s dedicatory poem (“His land was the garden of God / 
now exiled and banished from its field”). Taḥkemoni registers a similarly 
enigmatic allusion in “The Appraisal of the  People,” where the depiction 
of Toledo, al- Ḥarizi’s home, casts it in biblical language reserved exclusively 
for Jerusalem (“For  there have the tribes, Lord’s Tribes, ascended,” Ps. 122:4).109 
The reader  will note the dramatic tonal shift nearly midway through the 
poem as the pilgrim’s view of the Holy City is brought into sharper and 
more realistic focus. The city’s otherworldly beauty that Heman remembers 
from texts and prayers, the image of the city that he imagines and extols, 
fades away  because God’s presence has departed (“Where is God’s Glory and 
its ray of splendor?,” lines 35–36). From this point on, the lyric confronts 
Jerusalem’s pre sent desolation and laments that the city is devoid of the 
community of Jews in exile for whom it is waiting to return.110
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Wandering about in view of the ruins of the  Temple Mount, a weeping, 
despondent Heman reaches an emotional nadir when he encounters a Jeru-
salemite who recognizes him as a visitor from abroad. Our narrator asks his 
local acquaintance for information about the Jews’ return to Jerusalem, from 
which they  were excluded during the crusader period. The resident ofers a 
lesson in interpretive history that constitutes the text’s longest “narrative” 
passage (lines 61–108): he recounts the Muslims’ takeover of Jerusalem from 
the crusaders and subsequent opening of the city to Jewish resettlement as 
clear signs of God’s providential intervention in history. Indeed, the Jews of 
Palestine “now dwell  under comfort’s sweet shadow,” according to the 
Jerusalemite.111

But all is not so well within the Jewish community of Jerusalem: it is 
said to be rife with dangerous discord, contention, and dishonesty.112 Re-
calling Heman’s initial vision of Jerusalem in a bygone age, “wherein dwelt 
upright men of merit” (line 5, mi- qedem shakhnu vah metei yosher u- zkhut), 
Ḥever’s prayer of supplication exhorts “upright men” (metei yosher, line 106) 
to overcome the unspecified communal strife. The tale concludes with the 
conventional maqāma formula, although without the protagonist’s requisite 
leave- taking from the narrator. Heman inquires of his in for mant’s name and, 
of course, the protagonist reveals himself to be Ḥever the Qenite, about whom 
Heman says, “I was glad to encounter him. . . .  I delighted in his nearness 
the  whole time I remained in his land” (lines 109–112).

If Jerusalem is a place unlike other places, does an imaginative text 
relating Heman’s visit difer significantly from Taḥkemoni ’s other rhetorical 
exercises, anecdotes, narratives, encounters, and adventures set in other 
locales? While the Jerusalem maqāma is morphologically related to a few 
 others in Taḥkemoni with minimal or no narrative artifice to divert the 
reader from its somber theme, several unusual formal features and narra-
tive ele ments are signs that the text stands apart as unique.113 For one, the 
narrator Heman rarely assumes so prominent a role as the protagonist 
Ḥever; yet Heman’s voice and perspective dominate the first half of the 
maqāma. So, too, for a trickster who lives by his wits, street smarts, and 
rhetorical genius, Ḥever’s demeanor is uncharacteristically sober, consistent 
with the theme; and anagnorisis, the artistic ploy central to the maqāma’s 
narrative structure, falls flat, lacking any sense of its customary deception, 
double- dealing, trickery, and surprise. Indeed, the reader senses that  these 
lapses in convention and inversions draw attention to a significant paradox: 
Ḥever the Qenite is an other wise ubiquitous figure who alchemically turns 
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up in  every place but who belongs to no place. He is never rooted in a par-
tic u lar land and has no waṭan (homeland), not even the Land of Israel. At 
the end of the first maqāma and in maqāma 3, Ḥever identifies his encamp-
ment site as Elon be- Ṣa‘ananim. An inconsequential figure with the same 
name, Ḥever the Qenite, is identified in the Hebrew Bible (Judg. 4:11) from 
just such a place. However, the biblical toponym also marks Taḥkemoni ’s 
fictional character as a drifter, since it is derived from the root ṣ- ‘- n with the 
semantic sense of “travel/wander,” cognate with the Arabic. Ḥever is, as his 
biblical surname also alludes, “a restless wanderer in the land,” much like 
al- Ḥarizi himself.

 Here and  there, the reader finds minor textual gestures inviting some 
sort of identification of author with character. However, in several install-
ments besides the first maqāma, Ḥever the Qenite appears as an Andalusi- 
style champion activist for Hebrew, supposedly as a surrogate for the author. 
In maqāma 39, for example, Ḥever sets out to visit Sefarad, arriving first in 
Toledo, al- Ḥarizi’s presumed birthplace. The character is drawn by accounts 
that he has heard of its natu ral delights, a critical motif of the trope of Se-
fardi exceptionalism found in Ibn Shaprūṭ (as well as Isidore and al- Rāzī):

In my youth I was told that Sefarad was
a delight to the eyes,
her light like the midday sun
her soil’s fragrance the scent of myrrh
her fruits’ taste like honey to the palate
and her air like the life of souls
her terrain the choicest terrain, the splendor of souls
the delight of God and  people
and her gardens’ flowers like the stars of heaven
her land the  rose of Sharon, the lily of the valley
so a gust of impassioned
desire raised me up
to trod gulches
and to cut through ponds and seas
and I went through deserts
split waves
crossed passes
and made Sefarad my destination
from my land.114
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Ḥever’s craving to witness firsthand what he has heard about Sefarad is so 
urgent and his objective so beckoning that many readers focus on identify-
ing the author jutting out from  behind the mask of the character. But from 
the perspective of Taḥkemoni ’s sociocultural and artistic agenda, the message 
is more significant than the messenger.

The itinerant writer al- Ḥarizi also seems to invite the reader to associ-
ate the author with his other narrative figure, Heman the Ezraḥite, the Jew 
from Sefarad whose surname suggests rootedness in and attachment to a 
place, a singularly impor tant place in Taḥkemoni ’s literary and geo graph i cal 
imagination. Indeed, the Jerusalem maqāma ofers the reader two contrast-
ing perspectives of the Holy City in the early thirteenth  century, in keeping 
with the genre’s rhetorical strategy of juxtaposing conflicting points of view: 
that of the visiting Sefardi pilgrim who views Jerusalem through the ahis-
toric exilic prism of Jewish religious tradition and liturgy; and that of the 
city’s permanent resident, involved in all its messy social and po liti cal life.115 
Heman and Ḥever, and thus Sefarad and Jerusalem, do not stand in opposi-
tion but rather represent complementary figures, milieus, and geographic- 
emotional poles in Taḥkemoni ’s poetics of cultural identity and place.

Maqāma 12 also finds the two fictional figures in Jerusalem, attending 
a literary soirée of the sort that one would find in Sefarad. Ḥever the Qenite 
mounts a sustained, vicious critique of the Eastern Hebrew poets, from Al-
exandria to Baghdad. Ironically, not a single Hebrew litterateur is identified 
as residing in the Land of Israel, so the reader might won der about the fic-
tional salon’s audience of cognoscenti. In a recent study, Uriah Kfir explains 
the significance of the Jerusalem setting: “So it is no coincidence that it is 
in Jerusalem, of all places, that al- Ḥarizi has Ḥever deliver his speech, and it 
comes as no surprise that the Jerusalemites are portrayed as drowning in a 
sea of ‘puzzlement and doubt’; for  there can be  little doubt that al- Ḥarizi’s 
purpose is to reposition Spain’s Jews as the genuine inheritors of Jerusalem’s 
glory and as the ‘true’ Jerusalemites.”116

Maqāmas 3 and 18 are devoted to the literary history of Hebrew poetry 
and poets, Andalusi in the first instance and, at much greater length, Anda-
lusi and Eastern in the second. Along with Taḥkemoni’s introductions,  these 
texts represent transparently ideological gestures of Sefardi cultural elitism.117 
In maqāma 3, Ḥever appears in the guise of a ravenous ill- mannered old- 
timer who rectifies Heman’s cursory pre sen ta tion on Andalusi Hebrew po-
ets with a hectoring diatribe and lyrical review of the poets’ respective merits, 
beginning with the following declamation:
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For all the Sefardis’ poems are power ful and sweet
hewn from a fiery flame
and drawn from a living source
and their poets are macho while all the poets of the world 
are womanly.118

Maqāma 18 recounts Hebrew literary history more elaborately and relates how 
the Jews came to compose Arabic- style Hebrew verse.119 It extols the Andalusi 
Hebrew literary tradition as the exclusive, transcendent paradigm for the pro-
duction of elegant Jewish culture in Hebrew. The protagonist Ḥever the Qenite 
appears again in the guise of a sage holding court at a majlis set in Jerusalem. 
The erudite scholar attributes the development of Arabized Hebrew poetry to 
princi ples critical to the origins and trajectory of the trope of Sefardi excep-
tionalism articulated variously by Ibn Shaprūṭ’s surrogates, Samuel the Nagid, 
Moses ibn Ezra, and Abraham ibn Daud: the Jews of Sefarad enjoy a noble 
Jerusalemite genealogy conferring Jewish leadership and stewardship of He-
brew language and culture on them alone;120 and they reside in a climatically 
auspicious land befitting production of knowledge and sophisticated culture. 
“So  after our religious community was exiled from its land, many came to re-
side with Arabs in their realm and became accustomed to speak their language 
and articulate as they do. By Arabizing with them [u- ve- hit‘arvam ‘immahem], 
they learned the craft of poetry from them, as Scripture attests: they mingled 
[wa- yit‘arvu] with the nations and learned their ways” (Ps. 106:35).121 Taḥkemoni’s 
play on words subverts and inverts the meaning of the biblical passage, also 
cited in Ibn Ezra’s Kitāb al- muḥāḍara discussed in the previous chapter,122 and 
draws ironic attention to the Jews’ deep engagement with Arabic, its sig-
nificant allure in Jewish literary and intellectual life, and for establishing the 
Arabic- style Hebrew poetry as a fundamental site of Andalusi Jewish culture.

The character Ḥever the Qenite’s oration then evokes three familiar te-
nets of the trope of Sefardi exceptionalism: the Jews of Sefarad descend 
from the Jerusalemite nobility (evidenced by Obadiah, v. 20); as Judean elites, 
they are stewards of the Hebrew language and its cultural products; and (in 
an assertion recalling the Andalusi geographer al- Hijārī’s perspective, above 
Chapter 3) Sefarad, like Baghdad, resides in the fourth clime, which is most 
suitable to civilization and sophisticated cultural production.

Now, since some of the tribe of Judah escaped to Sefarad / as it is 
said: . . .  “And the exile of Jerusalem that is in Sefarad,” and the 
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boundary of Sefarad is directly opposite the  middle of the heavens 
/  under the equatorial meridian and since the Babylonians are at 
this line in the East and the Sefardis are at the other extremity of 
this line in the West, therefore scientific inquiry spread to  these 
two extremities in kind . . .  for the scholars of the world  were 
formerly in Babylon / and also in Sefarad, scholars in the rhetorical 
art of poetry, both metrical verse and rhymed prose. Therefore 
their [Hebrew] speech was preserved in its purity.123

Hebrew literary history is summarized in verse:

When scholars  were screened from chanting song
 sages of Sefarad assembled to sing;
And when Easterners could not manage poetry
 the Westerners’ vision gushed prophetically.124

Ḥever proceeds to paint an adulating portrait of Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ, inau-
gurating Sefarad as the epicenter of Jewish intellectual life. His enterprise is 
rendered pseudo- prophetic:

He issued a proclamation: Let he who is for the Lord, let him 
come to me. Let all his wants lie upon me.

Then  every  great scholar and  every sage gather unto him from 
Christendom and Islamdom, from East and West. . . .

From that time on, the sciences in Sefarad made a break-
through. . . .

In his day culture spread throughout Israel for he was a 
patron and liberator of learning.125

The ambiguities, ambivalences, and inconsistencies that we find in al- Ḥarizi’s 
interrelated texts aford us clues to his negotiable and multiply constructed 
literary identity. Rather than attempting to reconcile the ostensible contra-
dictions of motive and purpose that the Ḥarizian texts set forth, I read them 
as a repre sen ta tion of the rich creative paradoxes that characterized Andalusi 
Jewish culture (to which al- Ḥarizi was resolutely committed) and its reception 
in other domains that al- Ḥarizi visited and in which he settled. Jonathan 
Decter states that “possessing adab was [for al- Ḥarizi] the highest cultural 
ideal, one that signified continuity with the Andalusian past.”126 Indeed, the 
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opening (extant) passage of Kitāb al- durar characterizes the Jews of Fusṭāṭ 
as “endowed with the characteristics of adab” (dhāt al- shiyam al- adabiyya) 
and of Cairo as “possessing adab- minded  people” (dhāt al- nufūs al- adabiyya).127 
The thematic inconsistencies we have observed in al- Ḥarizi’s works thus 
signal the author’s complicated and evolving attitude  toward Hebrew and 
Arabic. Al- Ḥarizi’s stance  toward  these languages could be quite pragmatic. 
Yet the aesthetic and ideological complexities of his linguistic- literary iden-
tity  were authentically rooted in Andalusi Jewish adab—in its cultural ide-
als, values, and practices— that the author claims as his very own and from 
which he derives his cultural authority.

Born in a Christian polity two hundred years  after the era of Ibn Shaprūṭ 
and thus removed temporally and geo graph i cally from his models, al- Ḥarizi’s 
literary identity ofsets dedication to Sefarad with devotion to Jerusalem and 
balances Arabic expertise and an ideological commitment to Hebrew with 
full knowledge of Andalusi Hebrew lit er a ture’s deep structural relation-
ship to Arabic. Al- Ḥarizi’s self- fashioned literary identity as a curator of 
Andalusi Jewish tradition represents him as a zealous, empowered heir to 
Sefardi cultural capital. It defines a foreigner in Eastern lands as a self- styled 
 Andalusi abroad, thoroughly invested in campaigning for the idea of Sefardi 
exceptionalism.128



C o n c l u s i o n

Andalusi, Sefardi, and Spanish 
Exceptionalism

Reclaimed, Repudiated, Re imagined

The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
— William Faulkner

A  thing of beauty is a joy forever: its loveliness increases.
— John Keats

No doubt al- Andalus and Sefarad are more than subjects of historical 
study. Nearly eleven centuries since their genesis in Umayyad Córdoba 
(fourteen centuries, if we consider Isidore and Hispania), the tropes of An-
dalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism continue to beguile, enchant, inspire, ir-
ritate, and infuriate. How have prac ti tion ers of modern historiography and 
literary, religious, intellectual, and art history viewed and handled the 
tropes of Andalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism and the closely related trope 
of Spanish exceptionalism? And why do al- Andalus, Sefarad, and “medieval 
Spain” live on in the imaginative lives of vari ous modern literary artists, 
cinematic auteurs, and musicians who find such cachet in the memory of 
their exceptionalism? Nostalgia, Orientalism, nationalism, and postmodern 
cosmopolitanism continue to draw scholars, thinkers, and writers to al- 
Andalus and Sefarad as sites of memory (lieux de mémoire) and meaning 
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“ because they are no longer milieux de mémoire, real environments of 
memory.”1

History Interpreted and Its Uses

Modern scholars such as Américo Castro pop u lar ized the notion of conviven-
cia (“living together”) as characteristic of the society and culture of “medi-
eval Spain,” with its singular Eu ro pean heritage of las tres culturas (“the three 
cultures”).2 María Rosa Menocal was doubtlessly the foremost devotee of Cas-
tro’s approach to medieval Iberian history and culture. Writing as a public 
intellectual in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, Menocal deemed medi-
eval Iberia  under Islam “a first- rate place” and endeavored to explain “How 
Muslims, Christians and Jews Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval 
Spain” (the subtitle of her Ornament of the World).3 Castro and Menocal, to 
name only two of the most prominent proponents of this perspective, however, 
 were not the first to cast the medieval Iberian Peninsula in an uncommonly 
positive light. Reinhart Dozy (1820–1883), the Dutch Orientalist and historian 
of “Spanish Islam,” established the Romantic framework for representing the 
trope’s classical inheritance whose origins, inflections, and trajectory we have 
studied in this book. Referring to the near- universal literacy purportedly 
achieved  under the rule of the intellectually minded Umayyad caliph al- 
Ḥakam II al- Mustanṣir (961–976), Dozy revels in esteem for al- Andalus: 
“All branches of learning flourished  under so enlightened a prince. The primary 
schools  were good and numerous. In Andalusia nearly every one could read 
and write, while in Christian Eu rope persons in most exalted positions— 
unless they belonged to the clergy— remained illiterate.”4

Dozy’s con temporary, the  great Arabist- Orientalist Pascual de Gayangos 
(1809–1897), is a representative figure among anticlerical, liberal, nationalist 
Spanish scholars of the nineteenth  century. Gayangos forged a new, inclu-
sive vision that integrated, rather than simply incorporated, the story of 
Muslims and Islam into the  grand narrative of Spanish history. His work 
sought to transform modern Spain’s conception of its past and thus of itself 
in his own day.5 Gayangos also contributed mightily to the liberal Eu ro pean 
Romantic awakening to the glorious memory and model of al- Andalus, es-
pecially through his partial translation of the first part of al- Maqqarī’s epic 
early modern composition.6 Gayangos’s translator’s preface to al- Maqqarī 
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engages in a series of ofsetting assertions, although his historical sympa-
thies are sufficiently clear:

The followers of Mohammed,  whether considered as enthusiastic 
warriors, whose victorious arms spread terror and consternation 
over our continent, or as the cultivated race who led the way for 
us in the  career of letters and civilisation, are certainly entitled to 
a prominent place in the annals of Eu rope. . . .  It was from Spain 
that issued  those dreaded expeditions which threatened more 
than once the liberties of Eu rope; in Spain shone the first rays of 
that civilisation which subsequently illumined the  whole of the 
Christian world; in the Arab schools of Cordova  were gathered, 
and carefully preserved for us, the  dying embers of Greek learning; 
and it is to Arab sagacity and industry that we owe the discovery 
and dissemination of many of the most useful and impor tant 
modern inventions.7

Dozy and Gayangos echoed the most often observed of Andalusi exception-
alism’s predominant forms of expression: the Andalusi Muslims’ nostalgic 
longing for the grandeur and richness of al- Andalus as it was in tenth- century 
Umayyad Córdoba or, more accurately, as it was remembered, especially in 
North Africa. From the twelfth  century onward, Andalusi identity and the 
legacy of al- Andalus became even more inextricably intertwined with the 
Maghrib.8 Andalusi exiles and Maghribi scholars invested or interested in 
al- Andalus preserved and transmitted Andalusi traditions and ofered their 
own reflections upon them, mediated by the social, po liti cal, and religious 
concerns of their own time and place and their temporal and geo graph i cal 
distance from the remembered and  imagined  wholeness of the Umayyad past. 
During  these  later centuries, writing Andalusi literary and social history in-
clined  toward recalling a vision of the past so as to preserve and transmit 
the idea of al- Andalus intact into the pre sent and for the  future.9 Accord-
ingly, Gayangos deliberately introduced his readership to al- Maqqarī, the 
seventeenth- century North African scholar writing in Egypt more than a 
 century  after Naṣrid Granada fell to the Catholic monarchs. According to 
Aziz al- Azmeh, al- Maqqarī’s monumental work on the cultural history of 
al- Andalus (Nafḥ al- ṭīb min ghuṣn al- andalus al- raṭīb) “is a vast cele bration of 
the excellences of bygone al- Andalus . . .  an Andalus of the imagination, one 
that is constructed not from vision but from nostalgia.”10
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Vari ous Eu ro pean elites of the early modern period also  were caught 
up in the enthusiasm for “Moorish Spain.” For example, Heinrich Heine 
(1797–1856), who concocted for himself a Sefardi “Marrano” identity from 
his  mother’s side, devoted one of his romanceros among his “Hebrew Melo-
dies” to an epic meditation and poetic tribute to the incomparable poet 
Judah Halevi. He also celebrated the open and civilized society of Islamic 
Spain in the tragic verse play Almansor.11 Visiting Spain in 1830 on a trans- 
Mediterranean odyssey of self- discovery, a youthful Benjamin Disraeli, 
whose  family fabricated an aristocratic Sefardi identity before its conver-
sion to Chris tian ity,  imagined that he had found in Granada a place of 
majesty, culture, belonging, and even owner ship in the glorious Alhambra. 
As he was taking in the splendor of the structure and its grounds and a 
local attendant took him for a “Moor,” Disraeli is said to have exclaimed: 
“This is my palace.”12

In the nineteenth  century, a party of late Ottoman Turkish writers, in-
tellectuals, and politicians encountered works of Eu ro pean scholars inter-
ested in Moorish Spain and enthusiastically recovered, reclaimed, and 
pop u lar ized the notion of a glorious Andalusi Golden Age.13 They found it 
deeply appealing for reasons having to do with their own modernizing aspi-
rations and the transformations that they sought in Turkish society and cul-
ture.14 By the 1930s, Philip Hitti, writing as a committed Arab nationalist, 
would paint a mesmerizing picture of tenth- century Islamic Córdoba in A 
History of the Arabs (1937). Reading Hitti, one cannot help but notice the pride 
that a Lebanese Maronite intellectual takes in the lustrous cultural scene of 
the capital of Arabo- Islamic “Spain,” compared with two  great cities of west-
ern Christendom:

Córdoba took its place as the most cultured city in Eu rope and, 
with Constantinople and Baghdad, as one of the three cultural 
centers of the world. With its one hundred and thirteen thousand 
homes, twenty- one suburbs, seventy libraries and numerous 
bookshops, mosques, and palaces, it acquired international fame 
and inspired awe and admiration in the hearts of travelers. It 
enjoyed miles of paved streets illuminated by lights from the 
bordering  houses, whereas seven hundred years  after this time 
 there was not so much as one public lamp in London, and in 
Paris, centuries subsequently, whoever stepped over his threshold 
on a rainy day stepped up to his ankles in mud.15
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What with this startling cultural repossession and the ease of modern travel 
to relevant sites in Spain, the veneration of al- Andalus as an Islamic land of 
uncommon greatness spread to postcolonial Islamic socie ties as far removed 
temporally and geo graph i cally from it as Pakistan, which hosted its own 
commemorations of 1492 and all the won ders that came before. More than 
any other country, al- Andalus and its proximate historical connection to the 
Maghrib serves as an especially power ful marker of modern Moroccan cul-
ture and identity, even as it also was used to authorize Spanish colonial am-
bitions in North Africa.16

Repre sen ta tions of al- Andalus as a uniquely enlightened, inspired, and 
still- inspiring land and society also abound in modern scholarship on the 
history of ideas. For our purposes, four illustrations  will suffice. Oliver Lea-
man’s study of Moses Maimonides frames the twelfth- century rabbinic phi-
los o pher’s Andalusi cultural background as extraordinary for its time: “Spain, 
al- Andalus, was a repository of considerable intellectual efort, with skillfully 
constructed libraries, observatories, and circles of scholars quite consciously 
setting themselves up in opposition to the traditional fount of both Islam 
and early Islamic theoretical thought in the east of the empire. This opposi-
tion was not in terms of opposition to the princi ples of Islam, but rather an 
assertion of the specific climatic, intellectual, and po liti cal virtues of the West 
(al- faḍā’il [sic] al- Andalus).”17 In an essay devoted to the “shared passion for 
certain intellectual subsystems” within which “intercourse between Spanish 
Muslims and Jews flourished,” Steven Wasserstrom writes: “And it was spe-
cifically Spanish emigrants who shipped a propensity for convivencia with 
them in their luggage, as it  were, and who maintained such characteristi-
cally Spanish conversations abroad.”18 Mohammad ‘Abid al- Jabiri, a con-
temporary Moroccan thinker, ofers his own historically minded assessment 
of the unique intellectual venture of Andalusi Islam in Arab- Islamic Philoso-
phy: A Con temporary Critique. Chapter 5 of the work, “The Andalusian Re-
surgence,” asserts that “intellectual activity [in the Maghrib and al- Andalus] 
met with a dif er ent fate than in the East”  because of “the absence of a pre- 
Islamic heritage” and  because Andalusis “had remained in de pen dent from, 
and ideologically in conflict with, the Abbasid caliphate and likewise with 
the Fatimids subsequently creating a constant cultural competition.”19 For 
his part, William Gallois identifies the social basis of the cultural distinc-
tiveness of al- Andalus. Responding to Todorov’s The Conquest of Amer i ca: 
The Question of the Other, Gallois asserts that “from his vantage point in Early 
Modern Spain Todorov need not have looked far for an ideal encounter 
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between selves and  others, for he would have found such a meeting in cos-
mopolitan Umayyad al- Andalus.”20 To put it another way: Leaman and 
 others have come to posit an Andalusi intellectual and/or social excep-
tionalism within premodern Islam, despite their awareness of the constant 
movement of scholars, traders, and pilgrims across the dif er ent Muslim 
polities, East and West—or rather, precisely on account of the continuous 
exchange of ideas and competition within the cultural unity of Islamdom 
that  these vari ous movements signify.

Vari ous literary, art, and architecture historians, social and intellectual 
historians, and historians of material culture, archaeologists, musicologists, 
and ethnographers also embrace the trope of Andalusi cultural exceptionalism. 
A few examples should serve to illustrate its appeal, albeit in the ser vice of 
widely divergent ideals. Henri Pérès, one of the earliest Eu ro pean literary his-
torians of al- Andalus, follows the major trend in early modern Spanish histo-
riography by regarding the Arabo- Islamic ele ment of medieval Iberian culture 
as a temporary foreign transplant onto the soil of the peninsula. Pérès identifies 
and admires the Andalusis’ uncommonly delicate poetic sensibility and 
achievement, such as that embodied in Ibn Ḥazm’s famous treatise on the 
manners of love, Ṭawq al- ḥamāma (The Dove’s Neck Ring), from which we 
read in Chapter 3. However, Pérès racializing perspective attributes both the 
sensibility and accomplishment to the Andalusi poets’ Ibero- Romance lin-
eage and views their literary production as a progression of that cultural bear-
ing and heritage rather than as a development of Arabo- Islamic civilization on 
the western frontier of Islamdom.21 A. R. Nykl presented his translations of 
and commentary on “Hispano- Arabic love poetry” to an English- reading audi-
ence as evidence of its connection to early Provençal lyric verse.22 Troubadour 
historian Roger Boase asserts: “Many  people in North Africa  today still regard 
al- Andalus as the lost Garden of Eden. . . .  This is hardly surprising  because in 
Muslim Spain Arab civilization reached a level of artistic and intellectual re-
finement unattained elsewhere.”23 Among archaeologists of medieval Iberia, 
James Boone refers to al- Andalus as “a lost civilization,” partly on account of 
“its uniqueness. Spain and Portugal are the only nations in Eu rope with a sub-
stantial Muslim and specifically Arab past (only Sicily has a similar trajectory, 
and parts of southeastern Eu rope  under Turkish rule). As such, Iberia in the 
 Middle Ages  doesn’t ‘fit in.’ Too ‘Eastern’ for traditional Eu ro pean medievalists 
and too ‘Western’ for traditional  Middle Easternists.”24

Historians of science,25 historians of religious thought, and historians 
of Islamic and Jewish law and  legal theory also define the ways in which 
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thinking in the Islamic West took peculiar turns.26 From its first figure, the 
ascetic and mystically inclined Mu‘tazilite thinker Ibn Masarra (d. 931) in the 
tenth  century, to Ibn Bājja (the Latin Avempace; d. 1139), who is credited 
with the “Andalusi revival” of neo- Aristotelianism, in the late eleventh and 
early twelfth centuries, and Ibn Rushd (the Latin Averroës; b. 1126) in the 
twelfth, Islamic thought in al- Andalus is said to diverge from the course of 
Islamic theology and philosophy in the East in several re spects, including in 
its preference (with the exception of Ibn Ṭufayl, d. 1185–1186) for al- Fārābī 
and Aristotle over Ibn Sīnā and emanationist Neoplatonism.27

As for ethnographers, John Fox, Nada Mourtada- Sabbah, and Sulayman 
Khalaf identify al- Andalus as a dynamic, open, and socially tolerant society 
and, consequently, a place where traditional Arab gender roles broke down 
and “became less conservative and exclusionary,”28 while ethnomusicologist 
Jonathan Glasser identifies Andalusi musical practice in modern and con-
temporary North Africa as the paradoxically endangered and prestigious 
“Lost Paradise” of “Islamic Spain.”29 Critical theorists are also drawn to con-
template the significance of al- Andalus. Gil Anidjar, for example, reconsid-
ers “what is meant  today by al- Andalus as a literary and cultural object of 
Arab Jewish letters.”30 For Anidjar, al- Andalus is a context that has vanished 
from view; nevertheless, it is inscribed  today in vari ous discourses and thus 
constitutes a rhetorical event that is not reducible to its literary, cultural, 
and historical contexts. That is, “al- Andalus” is a literary trope that takes 
place or resides solely in texts. In another essay, Anidjar ofers a biting cri-
tique of the con temporary deployment of the memory of medieval Spain with 
which “we persist in thinking of Eu rope as an exemplary and exceptional 
site of peaceful coexistence.”31 Gonzalo Fernández Parrilla speaks of Spain as 
uniquely colonizing, orientalizing, and orientalized and observes “the sin-
gularity of Spanish history” that “ended up establishing al- Andalus as a ‘do-
mestic Orient.’ ”32 Similarly, literary critic Anouar Majid appeals to the trope 
by identifying modern absolutisms, fundamentalisms, and extremisms as 
characteristic of the “post- Andalusian age.”33

Cultural critic John Docker explores the intellectual, literary, and po-
liti cal consequences for Jews, Arabs, Indians, and modernity of the pre-1492 
“lost world.”34 And the essays in a recent number of the Journal of Postcolo-
nial Writing devoted to “the enduring legacy of al- Andalus” reflect critically 
on many of the aforementioned authors, for whom “the sense of al- Andalus 
and its lingering resonances five hundred years  later as an integral part of a 
quest for answers by expatriate Muslims to con temporary issues of migra-
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tion, identity, belonging, mutation and change.”35 Elena Arigata, a scholar 
of con temporary Islam, examines “Spain— the al- Andalus legacy” post– 
September  11, 2001. Her interrogation of the interference of the Islamic 
legacy of al- Andalus on the modern nation- state observes: “al- Andalus rep-
resents a unique legacy within the context of Eu rope. From a historical stand-
point, eight centuries of continuity, and the remarkable cultural and 
scientific achievements make al- Andalus unique.”36 And Critical Muslim 
recently devoted an entire issue of the journal (titled Reclaiming al- Andalus) 
to a collection a dozen essays, each of which speaks to the trope’s con-
temporary social agency or ofers historical or critical reflections on it.37

As for Sefarad, Sefardi refugees from the traumas of the late  fourteenth 
to late fifteenth centuries carried with them an abiding connection to their 
former homeland inscribed in their languages (Judeo- Arabic and Ladino) 
and culture. For example, the Gavison (or Gavishon)  family of rabbinical 
scholars from Seville and subsequently Granada fled in 1492 to Tlemcen, 
where they enshrined Andalusi Jewish tradition at the center of the Sefardi 
culture that they practiced in North Africa.38 Solomon ibn Verga, author of 
Sheveṭ Yehudah (ca. 1520), who escaped to Ottoman Turkey, and early mod-
ern Italian Jewish intellectuals of Sefardi ancestry who espoused Sefardi ex-
ceptionalism such as Elijah Capsali (ca. 1483–1555) and Joseph ha- Kohen 
(1496–ca. 1578), served as cultural intermediaries between early modern 
Sefardi intellectuals and early modern writers of the Eu ro pean Jewish Haska-
lah (enlightenment). By the same token, Ottoman Jewish intellectuals of 
Sefardi lineage living in  Middle Eastern lands, such as Raphael Solomon ben 
Samuel Laniado (d. 1793), the chief rabbinic judge of the Jewish community 
of Aleppo,  were instrumental in what has been called the “emergence of 
Sefardi studies.”39

Drawing upon images of the Jews and culture of classical Sefarad con-
veyed in the writings of early modern Sefardi exiles in Ottoman lands,40 
modern Jewish historians famously deemed the mid- tenth through mid- 
twelfth centuries as the Golden Age of Hebrew lit er a ture, Jewish culture, and 
the Jews in Spain. This arresting appellation- cum- characterization of the 
period has endured ever since.41 Jewish enlightenment cognoscenti and Jewish 
scholars of that era, such as Abraham Geiger (1810–1874), uniformly exalted 
Jewish life and culture in the lands of classical Islam, where Judaism “developed 
its own fullest potential in closest  union with Arabic civilization.”42 They 
singled out Sefarad as the outstanding example of Jewish cultural achieve-
ment and sociopo liti cal security in premodern Islamdom. Performing a sign 
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of their increasing re sis tance to the norms of traditional Jewish practice and 
belief,  these scholars preferred the ethos of worldliness, sociocultural open-
ness, and literary, scientific, and philosophical accomplishments that they 
associated with Sefarad over the assumed insularity and excessive piety of 
Ashkenaz (Franco- Germany).43 Heinrich Graetz, a pillar of Wissenschaft des 
Judentums (Science of Judaism), a scholarly movement in nineteenth- century 
Germany, doubtless was thinking of his own attachment to Germany and 
its high culture when he defined the Jews’ ties to medieval Iberia and com-
memorated their cultural accomplishments (1894):

While the history of the Jews in Byzantium, Italy, and France 
possesses interest for special students, that of their brethren in 
the Pyrenean peninsula rises to the height of universal importance. 
The Jewish inhabitants of this happy peninsula [Iberia] contributed 
by their hearty interest to the greatness of the country, which 
they loved as only a fatherland can be loved, and in so  doing 
achieved worldwide reputation. . . .  When Judaism had come to a 
standstill in the East, and had grown weak with age, it acquired 
new vigor in Spain, and extended its fruitful influence over a wide 
sphere. Spain seemed to be destined by Providence to become a 
new center for the members of the dispersed race, where their 
spirit could revive, and to which they could point with pride.

Graetz concluded: “Jewish Spain became the home of civilization and of spir-
itual activity— a fragrant garden of joyous, gay poetry as well as the seat of 
earnest research and clear thought.”44 Such judgments would be echoed more 
prosaically in the pioneering work of the  great German Jewish scholar- 
bibliographer Moritz Steinschneider (d. 1907).45

Arguably the most remarkable example of scholarly interest in al- 
Andalus and Sefarad from that period came from Abraham Shalom Yahuda 
(1877–1951). A self- identified Arab Jew from a Jerusalemite  family, Yahuda 
served at the University of Madrid as professor of Jewish history and lit er-
a ture and of Arab culture. Yahuda appealed to the Jews’ and Arabs’ social 
and cultural convergence in al- Andalus during the Golden Age that they 
shared as a model to guide the two  peoples in living together in British 
Mandate Palestine. For example, in an address delivered in classical Arabic 
to Jerusalemite Arabs in 1920, Yahuda called upon his audience “to revive 
the legacy of al- Andalus”: “Only when the spirit of tolerance and freedom 
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that prevailed in the golden age of Arab thought in al- Andalus . . .   will re-
turn to prevail  today, in a way that  will enable all  peoples, without religious 
or ethnic prejudice, to work together for the revival of enlightenment in 
the Eastern nations, each  people according to its unique character and 
traditions, can an all- encompassing Eastern enlightenment be reborn that 
 will include all Eastern nationals and  peoples.”46 In similar fashion although 
with a dif er ent po liti cal horizon and purpose in mind, Abraham S. Halkin 
concluded a synthetic essay, “The Judeo- Islamic Age,” by paying tribute to 
the lasting impact of the Golden Age of Hebrew lit er a ture and hoping that 
Jewish life in Israel would reclaim “for modern times the glory that was 
Spanish Jewry.”47

The culture of Sefarad also has served as the touchstone for con temporary 
Sefardi and  Middle Eastern Jewish scholars such as Haïm Zafrani, José Faur, 
Ammiel Alcalay, and Nissim Rejwan. For Zafrani, the Andalusi Golden Age, 
with its cultural concord between Muslims and Jews, always bridged the 
strait and found a permanent home in Morocco  after the events of 1492.48 
Faur’s postmodernist rabbinic intellectual regimen is rooted in what he re-
fers to as the Judeo- Arabic lit er a ture of “Old Sepharad.”49 Alcalay’s critical 
essays (as well as his creative writing) are informed by a profound invest-
ment in what he deems “Levantine culture,” the Jewish culture produced 
from ninth- century Baghdad to thirteenth- century al- Andalus.50 Likewise, 
the self- identified Arab Jew Nissim Rejwan found inspiration in the culture 
that Jews shared with Arabs for centuries in the lands of Islam. For Rejwan, 
the Jewish culture culminating in al- Andalus was a model for what he deemed 
the unrealized potential of “Israel’s place in the  Middle East.”51

Regarding modern and con temporary uses of the idea of Sefarad, Yael 
Halevi- Wise devises the term “Sephardism” to identify a new type of dis-
course, a con temporary trope as “a politicized literary meta phor.”52 Analyz-
ing the origins of modern historical romances, Halevi- Wise observes: “With 
growing intensity from the end of the eigh teenth  century onwards, writers 
with completely dif er ent viewpoints from Germany,  England, Latin Amer-
i ca, North Africa, and even India found in Spain’s roller- coaster history a 
useful meta phor, remarkably well suited to reimagining the image and po-
liti cal status of minorities in competing nationalist agendas.”53 Tabea Alexa 
Linhard explores the place of the Jews and “Jewish Spain” in twentieth- 
century Spain through examining the discourses about them informing the 
ongoing public debates about Spanish identity.54 And ethnomusicologist 
Ruth Davis introduces a collection of essays on the afterlife of al- Andalus in 
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the Jewish musical tradition with observations about the paths of exile that 
 music took as a principal repository of Jewish memory.55

History Contested

The interrelated cultural tropes of Andalusi, Sefardi, and Spanish exception-
alism, in their varied inflections, are highly contested in modern scholar-
ship and letters, precisely on account of the con temporary work that they 
can perform.56 Bracing critiques of the idea of the uniqueness of al- Andalus, 
Sefarad, or Spain and re sis tance to its enthusiasts’ formulation of it take dif-
fer ent forms. In most instances, repudiating the claim of Andalusi or Se-
fardi exceptionalism outright or at least diminishing credence of its historicity 
turn on reassessing the sociopo liti cal situation of a premodern multiethnic, 
multireligious, multicultural land. Vari ous scholars challenge the nature, 
scope, and significance of the socioreligious tolerance that is said to have pre-
vailed in al- Andalus. What, they ask, was the  actual extent of what Castro 
termed convivencia?57 Alex Novikof draws welcome attention to the shifting 
subject, the implications of divergent notions of convivencia, and the history 
of the polemic surrounding it: Does it refer to social tolerance, to cultural 
openness and fusion, or to both?58 One can won der further  whether conviven-
cia is supposed to apply exclusively to al- Andalus or to medieval Iberia in its 
entirety.59

Spanish historiography and social thought have long grappled with a 
wide range of contending perspectives on the trope of Spanish exceptional-
ism.60 Following Isidore, a constellation of prominent modern nationalist 
Spanish historians, including Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, Julián Ribera, 
Miguel Asín Palacios, and Ramón Menéndez Pidal, championed the assured 
and unaltered essential continuity of Spain, Spanish, and Spanishness from 
the time of the Visigoths.61 They envisioned a temporarily “occupied” Spain 
(what Pierre Guichard remarked that they treated as a “historical parenthe-
sis”)62 untainted by centuries of Islamic rule and uncontaminated by the ex-
tended Muslim and Jewish presence in the peninsula and their extensive 
social, economic, and cultural interactions with Christians.63 The Spanish 
phi los o pher Julián Marías Aguilera, for example, devotes chapter 1 of his Un-
derstanding Spain to critical dissection of the ele ments of what he deems 
“Spain’s supposed abnormality,” including its “cultural mosaic” and assump-
tions about the superiority of “civilized Moors” over “primitive Christians.”64
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The long- standing debate among Spanish scholars and its spillover ef-
fect among the reading public in Spain show no signs of letting up anytime 
soon, as evidenced by a recent provocative book by Alejandro García San-
juán and the lively scholarly and public intellectual exchanges it prompted.65 
Bruno Soravia, for instance, takes North American postmodernists (María 
Rosa Menocal is singled out as the principal and influential purveyor of the 
idea) to task for what he regards as their ahistorical construction of the 
“myth” of al- Andalus as an “interfaith utopia”: the “fascinating cultural 
achievements of Islamic Spain cannot obscure the fact that it was never an 
example of peaceful convivencia.”66 Recently, Darío Fernández- Morera argued 
(in the ser vice of an extensive broadside against other historians’ po liti cal 
correctness, as he sees it) that “Spain” (Hispania/Spannia/Spania), not “Ibe-
ria,” served medieval Christians as the geo graph i cal term for the entire pen-
insula, regardless of historical period or religious polity. He also claims that, 
on occasion, prominent Muslim authors from the ninth through seventeenth 
centuries, such as al- Ṭabarī, al- Ma‘sūdī, al- Idrīsī, Ibn Khaldūn, and al- 
Maqqarī referred to the land as Isbāniya, that is, “Spain.”67 Accordingly, 
Fernández- Morera labels the Muslims’ eventual settling on “al- Andalus” as 
the Arabic name of the territory as a “well- known colonialist maneuver,” as 
if they  were historically obliged to adhere to the geographic term in another 
language associated with a dif er ent religion and favored by  those who pre-
viously ruled the land.68 Even American historians have joined the fray. Brian 
Catlos’s synthetic narrative history of Islamic Spain, geared to a public audi-
ence, subtly but unmistakably endeavors to serve as what the author views 
as a corrective to Menocal’s pre sen ta tion, especially as it pertains to what 
convivencia signifies.69

For modern Spain and its students, it seems, high historical stakes— 
the very identity of Spain— concern the extent and significance of the so-
ciocultural role played by Muslims and Jews in premodern Iberia. Specifically, 
what is the significance of their ser vice as transmitters of exquisite literary 
forms and themes, Greek science, and rational thought to Christendom 
through their translations into and out of Arabic?70 What sort of place of 
belonging in Spanish history of the premodern age do Iberian Muslims and 
Jews merit? Alternatively, should Muslims and Jews be marginalized in the 
history of Spain or even excluded from the category of what is Spanish?71 
Notwithstanding such debates among the Spanish, Yosef Hayyim Yerush-
almi noted with considerable satisfaction that since the nineteenth  century, 
the modern Spanish acad emy devoted resources and attention to the study 
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of Jews: “Despite certain limitations and slants, Spain remains the only 
Eu ro pean country in which the rec ord of medieval Jewry is claimed some-
how as an organic part of the national patrimony.”72 The same could be said 
regarding the impor tant place that Andalusi Arabic and Islamic studies oc-
cupy in Spanish universities, institutes, and publishing. Ironically, though 
predictably, market forces in modern Spain’s tourist industry have rushed to 
turn the nationalist historiographers’ paradigm inside out, promoting all 
 things convivencia, “Moorish,” and Jewish in a profitable new commercial 
campaign infused with an unmistakably Romantic- Orientalist sensibility.73

In Islamic studies and Jewish studies, the virtues of Andalusi Muslim 
and Jewish cultural production and society relative to other places and times 
also have been questioned and their lasting significance challenged. In Is-
lamic studies, for example— apart from outstanding work being done by 
members of the con temporary Spanish acad emy as well as a select few Amer-
ican historians of Arabic lit er a ture and social, religious, and  legal historians 
of Islam— al- Andalus is still frequently neglected; or al- Andalus is consigned 
to a marginal position on account of its place on the far western frontier of 
Islamdom and Christendom and its supposedly peculiar social, po liti cal, and 
religious history.74 One of the early and solitary cautionary voices advocating 
a sober assessment of the place of al- Andalus and its cultural production in 
Arabo- Islamic letters belongs to the pioneering Hungarian Islamicist Ignáz 
Goldziher. Although Goldziher specifically set out to dispel the view that 
al- Andalus ever attained cultural superiority over the Islamic East, he framed 
the contested subject in 1876 remarkably, as though he  were party to the cur-
rent debate on the significance of al- Andalus in the history of civilization:

 There is a widespread opinion, both in historical works and with 
the educated  people, that the medieval Spanish Arabs  were above 
the general cultural level of the Muslims; that their civilization 
was superior to that of all the other Muslim  peoples; that scholarship 
was more cultivated by them than by other Muslim groups; that 
their philosophical erudition mitigated Muslim intolerance and 
fanat i cism; that they  were more sensitive and susceptible to the 
beautiful in both life and art than their Eastern kinsmen—in a 
word, that from the viewpoint of humanism Andalusian Islam is 
the most pleasing phenomenon of Muslim cultural history, one in 
which civilized man delights more than in Eastern Islam. It is 
remarkable that this prejudice has not only misled the conceptions 
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of Eu ro pean scholars but has falsified the views of many medieval 
Arab scholars as well. . . .

[I]t is undoubtedly true and undeniable that the Spanish 
Arabs had  great and lasting merits in improving civilization in the 
Eu rope of the ninth  century. It is true that  these merits are, even 
in recent times, ridiculously exaggerated above their correct level 
by careless and superficial enthusiasts.75

The eminent Anglo- Arab historian Albert Hourani strikes the reader 
as considerably more judicious than his pre de ces sors in observing that “in 
the far west,  there developed an Andalusian civilization which was dif er ent 
in some ways from what existed in the east.” Hourani suggests that al- 
Andalus was distinctive on account of its “fruitful mixture of dif er ent ele-
ments: Muslims, Jews and Christians; Arabs, Berbers, indigenous Spaniards, 
and soldiers of fortune from western and eastern Eu rope.”76 Social historian 
Ira Lapidus is prudent in a dif er ent way from Hourani in his monumental 
study A History of Islamic Socie ties. Employing glowing language and render-
ing arresting images reminiscent of Hitti but without his comparative judg-
ment, Lapidus pays tribute to the unique accomplishments and ambiance of 
al- Andalus:

Muslim Spain bears the aura of glory. The  great mosque of 
Cordova, the gardens, fountains and courtyards of the Alhambra, 
the muwashshahat and zajal poetry with their Arabic verses and 
occasional romance language refrains, the irrigated gardens of 
Seville and Valencia, the wisdom of philosophy and science— 
these are the monuments of Spanish Islam. Spain was the focal 
point for the transmission of Greek philosophy from the Arab 
world to Eu rope. No less impor tant was the drama of defeat of 
this brilliant Muslim civilization by its Eu ro pean enemies, the 
expulsion of the Arabs, and the reabsorption of Spain into 
Christian Eu rope.

However, Lapidus minimizes the geopo liti cal place and historical significance 
of al- Andalus within the wider orbit of classical Islamdom: “For all its bril-
liance, Muslim Spain was a province of the Arab Caliphate.”77

David Wasserstein has since sketched the most astute view of what was 
unquestionably unique about al- Andalus relative to other lands of Islamdom: 
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it was the only Islamic polity without “a land frontier in common with any 
other Islamic territory.” So, too, al- Andalus’s geo graph i cal remoteness from 
the central lands of Islam meant that it remained protected from external 
military invasion at the hands of other Muslims from the foundation of the 
Umayyad emirate in the mid- eighth  century  until nearly the turn of the 
twelfth.78 To this assessment we can note several additional sociohistorical 
diferences between al- Andalus and the Islamic East. Unlike other lands of 
Islamdom, pre- Islamic Hispania was neither a part of the Byzantine nor the 
Sassanian empire, and its population, excluding the tiny Jewish minority, 
was Hispano- Roman and German and spoke and wrote languages that bore 
no relationship to Arabic, unlike the  peoples of the pre- Islamic Near East.

Most notably, María Rosa Menocal’s early scholarly work The Arabic Role 
in Medieval Literary History: A Forgotten Heritage (1987) indicted the field of 
Romance studies by arguing that  there had been a deliberate, ideologically 
informed, forgetting of the Muslims’ and Jews’ salient impact on the uni-
versally admired achievements of medieval “Spanish” culture and, through 
its mediation, Eu ro pean culture.79 Menocal then demonstrated exactly what 
 those contributions  were and how they came about.80 Recall that Bernard 
Lewis traced the modern origins of the Muslims’ enthusiastic recovery of 
al- Andalus to the nineteenth- century Turkish discovery of the translated 
works of Eu ro pean scholars interested in “Moorish Spain.”81 Lewis took 
modern Muslim historiographers to task for obscuring what he regarded as 
the Eu ro pean discovery of the subject and then for employing it on behalf 
of what he deemed their own excessive, apol o getic nostalgic- romantic agenda. 
Oddly enough, Lewis seems to have forgotten that North African Muslims 
of Andalusi origin required no such discovery: they kept their cultural tra-
ditions very much alive and thus their identity intact and distinct for centu-
ries. By contrast, Menocal was among the first medievalists to consider how 
the critical insights that Edward Said articulated in Orientalism (1978) might 
benefit the study of premodern Iberia as a unique crossroads of Christen-
dom and Islamdom. She sought to undermine the presumed binary of Islam 
and Eu rope, to erase the ontological distinction between “Orient” and “Oc-
cident,” and to dissolve the epistemological division between their respec-
tive cultural productions. Al- Andalus, properly studied, was the missing link. 
To her credit, Menocal was very much aware of the risk of substituting one 
narrative for another, although she was resolute about its edifying, rather 
than destructive, purposes in history and in the nuanced manner in which 
she articulated her views.82 Menocal’s final proj ect, The Arts of Intimacy,83 
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unpacks a complex aspect of the hybrid cultural “identity” of a premodern 
Castile that was constructed in part “out of Arabic.” In the same year, Bar-
bara Fuchs demonstrated the centrality of constructions of Moorishness in 
the cultural history of early modern Spain.84

Even Oleg Grabar, doyen of Islamic art historians, frames an other wise 
nuanced essay on “the first four centuries of the brilliant Arab Islamic pres-
ence in Spain,” authored for the cata log of a Metropolitan Museum of Art 
exhibition that observes the “uniqueness” of al- Andalus mediated by the par-
tic u lar perspective of the viewer:

The Muslim Spain of the eighth to the eleventh  century was 
unique within pre- Romanesque Eu rope and the newly created 
Islamic word culture. From the point of view of the rough and 
cold Christian north, it was a haven of warmth, sophistication, 
and refinement in  every aspect of life— from the clothes that  were 
worn to the buildings that  were built to the ideas that  were 
created and the knowledge that was pursued. From the point of 
view of the Iraqi centers of Islamic culture, it was an upstart 
province that had succeeded in creating a lit er a ture and systems of 
thought that competed with the finest Arabic poetry and philo-
sophical discourse of the past or pre sent. . . .  For the Iberian 
Peninsula itself, it was an astounding achievement: a land in 
which a totally new language and religion first overwhelmed and 
the interacted with a native tradition to produce a complex and 
original mixed culture that was to enrich the nature of Spanish 
civilization throughout its subsequent history.85

For social and literary historians of al- Andalus, the Andalusis’ sense of depen-
dence upon, and cultural competition with, the Islamic East and the difficul-
ties that Andalusi rulers encountered in pacifying, controlling, and absorbing 
Berber ele ments in Andalusi society— before and  after al- Andalus was incor-
porated into the Almoravid (end of the eleventh  century) and Almohad 
kingdoms (mid- twelfth  century)— typically inform Andalusi cultural and 
historical self- definition and claims to Islamic legitimacy.86 Anna Akasoy re-
frames the question of a distinctive Andalusi identity by drawing attention to 
the frequently overlooked or underestimated role of regional diversity, espe-
cially regional intellectual culture in classical Islamdom and the complexity 
and multiplicity of intellectual tendencies and affiliations.87
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What of Sefarad? Writing in the shadow of the late interwar twentieth 
 century, long before the current stage in the historiographical  battle was 
joined and  these salvos  were issued, Yitzhak Baer, author of the authorita-
tive history of the Jews in the Christian Iberian kingdoms, devoted a sec-
tion of the work’s introduction to “Moslem Spain” and a segment of chapter 1 
to “intellectual currents during the Reconquest,” featuring comments on the 
Andalusi literary- religious intellectuals Moses ibn Ezra and Judah Halevi.88 
In the former, and implicitly through the body of the work, Baer expresses 
a striking preference for the “authentically” and “intrinsically” Jewish orien-
tation and tradition of the Jews of the Christian kingdoms over what he re-
garded as the rationalist, elitist, and hedonistic courtly culture of the Jews 
of al- Andalus. In his own gesture  toward Sefardi exceptionalism, Yom Tov 
Assis refutes Baer’s view:

Sefarad was not an assimilationist trend that intended to destroy 
Jewish tradition. Sefarad is not Spain. . . . Sefarad is a name for a 
brand of Judaism that emerged as a result of the fusion of Jewish 
tradition with ele ments of Greco- Arabic civilization and ele ments 
from Romance culture brought by the Reconquista. . . . Sefarad 
was an experiment in Jewish history that was unique in its 
attempt to create a Jewish trend that was in many re spects 
contradictory to the exilic conditions that dominated Jewish life 
for centuries. It was an attempt to liberate Judaism from its exilic 
restrictions. The experiment may not have been able to survive 
forever, but it was prob ably the formula that was best suited to a 
 people living in its cultural and religious milieu.89

Bernard Lewis, who deemed the persecution of Andalusi and Maghribi Jews 
 under the Almohads during the twelfth  century to be exceptional “in Mus-
lim history west of Iran,” nevertheless leveled a stinging critique of “the myth 
of Spanish Islamic tolerance” and what he deemed its modern, po liti cally in-
formed uses.90 A recent related, and decidedly tendentious, condemnation of 
the myth, framed for the reading public rather than a scholarly audience, 
requires viewing the Jewish experience in classical al- Andalus through the 
po liti cal lens of modern Zionism and its own contested history in the mod-
ern  Middle East. Hillel Halkin, in par tic u lar, critiques Menocal and other 
authors whose work interprets the Andalusi Jewish experience in any sort of 
a positive historical, socioreligious, or sociopo liti cal light.91
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Yosef Hayyim Yerushalmi suggests that “the profusion of personal and 
historical accounts emanating from the Spanish expulsion must somehow 
be related to the traditionally high, even inflated, degree of self- awareness 
on the part of Spanish Jews of their special identity and destiny as ‘the exile 
of Jerusalem that is in Spain.’ ” Yerushalmi’s prooftext for this Sefardi atti-
tude is the famous passage by Isaac Abravanel cited above in the Introduc-
tion (page 2). Popularizing authors like Howard Sachar paint a similar 
picture of the Golden Age of Spanish Jewry in “Moslem Spain” “sustained 
by self- satisfaction. Iberia’s affluent Jews envisaged themselves as the aristo-
crats of the Diaspora. In its condescension, the assessment evinced at once 
economic success, superior education, and often a highly cultivated, charac-
teristically Iberian elegance of personal demeanor.”92

Eminent historians of the Jews, such as Ivan Marcus and Ismar Schorsch, 
take a radically dif er ent critical approach. Responding in part to the idea of 
Sefarad as a frequent foil for Ashkenaz in modern Jewish historiography,93 
they assail a scholarly fixation on what they call the “Sefardi mystique,”94 an 
approach to Jewish historiography supposedly valorizing the cultural achieve-
ment of the Jews of medieval Iberia over  those of northern Eu ro pean lands 
that is said to inflate the  actual role and importance of Sefardi Jews in Jew-
ish history.95 In response to a state of the field essay in which Marcus reiter-
ates his critique of Sefardi- centered modern scholarship, the historian of 
thought Hava Tirosh- Rothschild breaks down the “Sefardi mystique” into 
distinct yet related phenomena. For our purposes, its two most impor tant 
manifestations insofar as they pertain to the Andalusi period are: the Jew-
ish scholarly preoccupation with Sefardi Jewry; and a fascination with the 
rationalist and “secularist” sensibilities of the Sephardi “courtier class,” re-
sulting from its high degree of “assimilation” in Islamic society. For Tirosh- 
Rothschild,  these impulses “reflect a pro- Sephardic bias among Jewish 
historians, inadvertently revealing overt assimilationist and reformist ten-
dencies” that “created a myth of a golden age that never was.”96 She never-
theless acknowledges that scholarly focus on this branch of the Jewish  people 
is justified in part by the realization that the overwhelming majority of the 
world’s Jews lived in the lands of classical Islam; interest in them was fur-
ther catalyzed by the discovery of the Cairo Geniza.

Historian of religion Aaron Hughes traces the intellectual history of the 
very idea of the Golden Age. Dissecting its uses in Geiger, Graetz, Baer, and 
Goitein, Hughes argues that the Golden Age was and remains a historical 
imaginary and in ven ted tradition that has much to say about the field of 
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modern Jewish studies.97 Menahem Ben- Sasson, one of the most accom-
plished and respected Israeli historians of the Jews, hews closely to Zionist 
historiography in contesting the idea of the Golden Age of the Jews of 
Spain. He endeavors to undermine the image that Andalusi Jews themselves 
constructed of their (diasporic) experience and venture: “This paper  will 
briefly survey the history of the ‘Golden Age’ image and then submit the 
claims under lying that image to a critical examination. It signals the fact 
that Spain was never the first in any field of creativity, even in  those that 
reached high levels of development. It also emphasizes that in a few impor-
tant areas,  there was no ‘golden’ state as  imagined and described in scholarly 
works. . . . [I]t pre sent[s] the possibility that in many re spects Spanish- al- 
Andalus- Jewry was,  until the twelfth  century, quite similar to other Jewish 
communities  under Islam.”98 Reviewing many of the scholarly sources noted 
above, Ben- Sasson argues that the “Golden Age” appellation should apply 
only to the Andalusi Jewish experience, in the very  limited sense of its liter-
ary creativity, if at all.

No less a social historian than S. D. Goitein, the incomparable student 
of the documentary Cairo Geniza and one of the dominant scholarly figures 
of the twentieth  century, referred to the literary production of the Jews of 
Iberia as “the Spanish miracle.”99 One of Goitein’s students, Norman Still-
man, attributes the basis of an assumed Andalusi uniqueness not to its pe-
culiar religious or ethnic diversity but rather to its geographic position. He 
identifies “an exclusivist tendency manifest in the Iberian Peninsula— not 
only among the Sefardic Jews and not only during the Islamic period, but 
throughout the course of Spanish history. . . . Spanish exclusivism derived 
from its isolated position at the western extremity of the Dar al- Islam on 
the very doorstep of Christian Eu rope. We must bear this salient geo graph-
i cal fact in mind in order to properly understand the individuality of Anda-
lusian culture.”100 However, as we saw in the previous chapters, while distant 
from the center of the Islamic world, al- Andalus was never as remote and 
isolated as some have argued or  imagined.

Prominent twentieth- century Islamicists such as Bernard Lewis and Ja-
cob Lassner, who turned their attention  later in their scholarly  careers to 
the history and place of the Jews in Islamic society, also regard al- Andalus 
and the status of its Jews as exceptional primarily  because of its distance from 
the Eastern heartland of classical Islam. Lewis notes that “with the striking 
exception of Spain and Arabia, Islamic regimes  were more tolerant at the 
center than at the periphery, indeed becoming more repressive the further 
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they  were from the heartlands of Islamic civilization.” Accordingly, the spe-
cific persecution of Andalusi and Maghribi Jews  under the Almohads dur-
ing the twelfth  century is likewise said to be exceptional “in Muslim history 
west of Iran.”101 Lassner views the Andalusi Jewish experiences as unusual 
on account of its outlying locus: “Indeed the Jewish experience in the Ibe-
rian peninsula was often cited as typical of Jewish experiences everywhere in 
the medieval Muslim world, although serious scholars who focus more nar-
rowly on Islamic history have always appreciated how al- Andalus, the west-
ern periphery of the Islamic realm, was very dif er ent in so many ways from 
the other regions.  There is, nevertheless, a general consensus regarding the 
achievements of Andalusian Jewry.”102  Those cultural accomplishments and 
the high social standing of Jewish elites are very much admired and even 
glorified throughout Eliyahu Ashtor’s canonical study of the Jews of al- 
Andalus, which narrates their history to the mid- eleventh  century.103

Social historians of the Jews of Iberia variously observe, endorse, and 
celebrate, or repudiate and debunk the Jews’ self- fashioned identity- relating 
traditions, often with a minimum of critical reflection or sense of the trope’s 
complex, evolving expression and trajectory.104 By contrast, Esperanza 
Alfonso judiciously analyzes the ways in which Andalusi Jewish identity was 
established in self- conscious awareness of Islam and the Andalusi Muslim 
majority, a perspective that enriches our understanding of the nexus of An-
dalusi and Sefardi exceptionalism.105 For  others, such as Jonathan Ray, the 
identification of Sefarad with convivencia is overdetermined, and the treat-
ment of Sefarad as stable and unchanging is soundly critiqued. However, Ray 
allows that as an “ imagined community,” “Sepharad was an influential idea 
around which Iberian Jewry was able to or ga nize itself.”106

In the Creative Imagination

Aside from the unique place that al- Andalus and Sefarad have come to oc-
cupy in modern historiography, the history of thought, and cultural history, 
the idea of a tolerant, multicultural, and intellectually and artistically vibrant 
Iberia has inspired the modern literary imagination and critical thought. Au-
thors writing in vari ous Eu ro pean languages as well as in Hebrew and Arabic, 
as William Granara and Reuven Snir have shown, and in other languages in 
which Islamic culture is conducted, as Yaseen Noorani has demonstrated, have 
come to depict al- Andalus or Sefarad variously as a place of  great sociocultural 
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accomplishment and sociopo liti cal tolerance, a “multicultural garden” 
(said of Córdoba, in par tic u lar), and a “paradise lost” (typically in reference 
to Granada).107 For con temporary Arab and Muslim literary intellectuals, 
such as the Egyptian writer Radwa Ashour, and Palestinians like Maḥmūd 
Darwīsh and his Eleven Stars over Andalusia (2002), in par tic u lar,108 nostalgic 
visions of al- Andalus appear to capture an idealized cultural and po liti cal 
identity for the pre sent age and its many discontents.109 For the  great Syrian 
poet Adūnīs (Adonis), Andalusi phi los o phers serve as transgressive figures 
who resist the hegemonic authority of religion over the individual. In Destiny 
(Al- Maṣīr, 1997), the Egyptian cinematic auteur Youssef Chahine reimagines 
the phi los o pher Ibn Rushd and his al- Andalus as the site of a strug gle be-
tween humanistic intellectuals and artists, on the one hand, and religious 
zealots and po liti cal opportunists, on the other. The Tariq Ali– produced 
documentary The Final Solution: Islam in Spain (1991) features renowned 
Spanish writers Juan Goytisolo and Antonio Muñez Molina. As its title 
insinuates, the film represents a biting polemic connecting the fifteenth- 
century expulsion of Muslims from Spain with historiographical denial of 
the “Arab roots of Eu ro pean culture.” Above all, vari ous colonial and post-
colonial Moroccan intellectuals, writers, musicians, and festival promoters 
lay Morocco’s claim to the heritage of al- Andalus.110

Zofloya or, The Moor (1806), by Charlotte Dacré; The Manuscript Found in 
Saragossa (ca. 1815), by Jan Potocki; Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1820); Heinrich 
Heine’s verse play Almansor (1821); Robert Browning’s (1864) reflective- 
didactic lyric “Rabbi Ben Ezra”;111 Washington Irving’s Tales of the Alhambra 
(1832); Muḥammad Iqbal’s Urdu- language philosophical lyric (1933) to con-
vivencia recalled in “The Mosque of Córdoba,” the inspiration of al- Andalus 
in the Egyptian Aḥmad Shawqī’s poetry (1868–1936); Federico García Lorca’s 
lyrical evocations of the Andalusian landscape in what he called casedas and 
gacelas;112  These Are the Travels of Rabbi Judah Halevi [Hebrew] (1959), by Ye-
hudah Burla, the Israeli novelist of Turkish ancestry; Anthony Mann’s cine-
matic epic El Cid (1961); Yehuda Amichai’s brief Hebrew poetic meditations 
on Ibn Gabirol and Judah Halevi (1948–1958),113 as well as references to Sefardi 
figures in his surrealistic “The Travels of the Last Benjamin of Tudela” (1968) 
and his stylistic affinity for the model of Samuel the Nagid’s verse;114 the first 
book of Leo Africanus (1988), retold by the Lebanese exile Amin Maalouf;115 
José Saramago’s The History of the Siege of Lisbon (1989; trans., 1996);116 The 
Death and Life of Miguel de Cervantes (1991), by Stephen Marlowe; Tariq Ali’s 
Shadows of the Pomegranate Tree (1992); Salman Rushdie’s The Moor’s Last 
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Sigh (1995) and his Two Years Eight Months and Twenty- Eight Nights (2015), 
which assigns Ibn Rushd (Averroës) Scheherazade’s role in a retelling of the 
1001 Nights; A. B. Yehoshua’s Journey to the End of the Millennium (1997), 
which represents, among other  things, a Hebrew- language idealization for a 
con temporary Israeli audience of the Andalusi Jewish experience and cul-
ture, in opposition to that of Franco- Germanic Ashkenaz; The Last Kabbal-
ist of Lisbon (1998), by Robert Zimler; the historical sketches published as 
Sepharad by Antonio Muñoz Molina (2001); Almog Behar’s reflective essay- 
memoir “Dreams in Spain” [Hebrew];117 Laila Lalami’s The Moor’s Account 
(2014); G. Willow Wilson’s The Bird King (2019), the story of the preferred 
concubine of the last Naṣrid emir of Granada; and Borges’s iconic story 
“Averroës’s Search” (1947):  these are only a few of the more inspired works of 
fiction, verse, or film set in or drawing upon images, figures, and themes 
from medieval Iberia.118

With their reputation for relative social harmony, marvelous cultural 
production, and premodern multicultural situation, al- Andalus and Sefarad 
(as well as medieval Iberia) occupy a special place in the theoretical regimen, 
historical study, and literary and cinematic imagination of scholars, think-
ers, writers, filmmakers, and musicians who are inclined to find it in ter est-
ing, appealing, compelling, or disturbing for reasons having to do with their 
own time, place, sociopo liti cal circumstance, and cultural condition. The 
ideas of “al- Andalus” and “Sefarad” remain potent and arguably more power ful 
and prevalent than they  were in the past. In sum, eleven hundred years of 
history— the trope’s longevity, multiple incarnations, and vari ous audiences— 
suggests that al- Andalus and Sefarad  were and remain truly exceptional as 
enduring tropes of Islamic and Jewish culture originally advanced in tenth- 
century Córdoba.





Notes

introduction

Iberian Moorings does not intervene directly in the acrimonious, persisting debates about 
al- Andalus and Sefarad as uncommonly magnificent and remarkable in terms of their social 
and cultural profiles. While it is clear enough from this study that al- Andalus and Sefarad 
 were indeed dif er ent, distinctive, unique, and exceptional, I deliberately leave it to readers to 
make any qualitative judgments about their history, society, and culture.

Notes to epigraphs: Ibn Khaldūn, Al- Muqaddima, 1:141; Ibn Khaldūn, The Muqaddimah, 
1:179. Ibn Khaldūn’s  family roots  were in Seville; although born in Tunis, he served for a time 
in Granada at the Naṣrid court. Note that the Arabic original reads li- ahli l- andalus, meaning 
“the  people of al- Andalus”— i.e., “Andalusis” not “Spaniards,” as found in Franz Rosenthal’s 
translation. Judah al- Ḥarizi, Taḥkemoni (2010), 64 (introductory poem). Yosef Hayyim Yerush-
almi, “Medieval Jewry,” 16.

1. “Moorish Spain” and the less commonly used term “Arab Spain” are fraught with his-
torical prob lems. On the former, see Brann, “The Moors.”

2. See below, the Conclusion for a critical review of  these debates in Spanish, Jewish, 
and Islamic historiography and culture.

3. Throughout this study, I employ “trope” when referring to “exceptionalism,” on 
account of its transhistorical trajectory and social agency. I reserve “topos” to refer to its 
occasional manifestations as a literary theme.

4. See Harvey, “A Morisco Collection of Apocryphal Ḥadīths.”
5. Yerushalmi, “Exile and Expulsion in Jewish History,” 19. Isaac ben Judah Abravanel, 

Commentary on the Former Prophets [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Torah we- da‘at, 1954–55), 422–423 
(the autobiographical section of the introduction to his Commentary on the (biblical) Book of 
Kings), connects the original Jerusalemite exile to Babylonia and the exile of the Jews from 
Sefarad. An anonymous Hebrew account of the expulsion from ca. 1495 was published by 
Marx, “The Expulsion of the Jews from Spain.” Marx, 248–249, reviews the sixteenth  century 
reports authored by Abraham Zacuto, Elijah Capsali, the anonymous chronicler and the vari-
ous dates they assigned to the expulsion. My thanks to Martin Jacobs for pointing me to 
 these sources.

6. For a translation of the edict, see “Charter of Expulsion,” trans. E. Peters.
7. Isaac ben Judah Abravanel, Commentary on the  Later Prophets, 311 (Commentary on Jer-

emiah 2:24), appears to be the source for the tradition- legend that the expulsion originally 
scheduled for July  31, 1492 = 7th of Av was delayed for the multitudes including Abravanel 
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himself  until August 2 = 9th of Av. Heinrich Graetz, Geschichte der Juden, 8:349 [missing from 
the En glish translation] pop u lar ized the 9th of Av dating. Marx and Yitzhak Baer, History of 
the Jews in Christian Spain, 2: 439 and 512 [note 14], dismissed its historicity.

8. Kammen, Imagining Spain, 1–37, reviews the vari ous eforts to create the myth of a 
premodern national history and dates the nation of Spain from a “community of nations” to 
the early nineteenth  century.

9. Dangler, “Edging  Toward Iberia,” treats the instability of the markers “España” and 
“al- Andalus,” and, now in expanded form, her critique of the epistemological and method-
ological prob lems in the study of premodern Iberia, Edging  Toward Iberia.

10. Wolf translates “corn,” which I have changed to “grain,” so as not to mislead about 
a “New World” crop not found in seventh- century Iberia. In a private correspondence, Wolf 
tells me that he used “corn” in the broader, non- American sense of “grain.”

11. Isidore of Seville, “History of the Kings of the Goths,” trans. Wolf, Conquerors and 
Chroniclers of Early Medieval Spain, 81. For a dif er ent translation, see History of the Goths, 
Vandals and Suevi, trans. Donini and Ford, Jr., 1–2.

12. The Chronicle of 754, in Wolf, Conquerors and Chroniclers, 133 (#56–57), 132 (#54).
13. The history of  these toponyms is reviewed below.
14. Corriente, “Coptic Loanwords of Egyptian Arabic,” 116.
15. Blau, “ ‘At Our Place in al- Andalus,’ ‘At Our Place in the Maghreb,’ ” 293–294, “Mai-

monides, al- Andalus, and the Influence of the Spanish- Arabic Dialect on His Language,” 
and “Maimonides’ ‘At Our Place in al- Andalus’ Revisited.” Kraemer, “Maimonides and the 
Spanish Aristotelian School,” 40–42, draws attention to Maimonides’ “Andalusian affinities” 
across the advanced curriculum.

16. Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, 1:177 (Chapter 1 Section 71).
17. Ibid., 2:268.
18. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 2:274.
19. Akasoy, “Identity and Diversity in Islamic Intellectual History,” 340–341.
20. Abū l- Walīd Muḥammad ibn Rushd, Talkhīṣ al- āthār al- ‘ulwiyya, 103–104, cited by 

Stroumsa, “Thinkers of ‘This Peninsula,’ ” 47.
21. Akasoy, “Al- Andalus in Exile,” 329–343. Below, Chap. 5, examines the literary re-

sponses of three prominent travelers.
22. Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 53 (emphasis added).
23. For the significance and evolution of the term adab, see Hämeen- Antilla, “Adab, 

Arabic.” Regarding divergent views of the term and its range, see Pellat, “Variations sur le 
thème de l’adab”; Bonebakker, “Adab and the Concept of Belles- Lettres”; and Holmberg, “Adab 
and Arabic Lit er a ture.”

24. I borrow the term “Arabo- Islamic humanism” and the under lying concept from Krae-
mer, Humanism in the Re nais sance of Islam.

25. Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital.” I am indebted for this reference to Zeitler, “Leg-
acy of Muslim Spain,” 64–65.

26. To avoid giving the impression of asserting any ontological claims regarding 
what Andalusi Muslims and Jews felt or thought, I employ phrases such as “self- 
representation” or “self- fashioning,” “Andalusi- ness,” and “Sefardi- ness” when referring 
to how Andalusi Muslims and Jews portray themselves in relation to other  peoples and 
places. In the main I try to avoid ascribing to them “attitudes,” “self- perceptions,” or the 
loaded modern term “identity.”

27. Gregory, Geo graph i cal Imaginations, 104.
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28. I am indebted  here to the critical discussion concerning nostalgia in Trilling, The 
Aesthetics of Nostalgia, 3–27.

29. Stillman, “Aspects of Jewish Life in Islamic Spain,” 61, points to “an exclusivist ten-
dency manifest in the Iberian Peninsula” and to “self- conscious pride . . .  concerned with 
purity of lineage, language and religious tradition, . . .  a hallmark of Hispano- Arabic soci-
ety” (65). Wasserstein, “The Muslims and the Golden Age of the Jews in in al- Andalus,” 194, 
among a few  others, have also noticed the connection.

30. Glick, Islamic and Christian Spain in the Early  Middle Ages, xxi. Glick also reviews 
the vari ous theories regarding the origins of the name.

31. Miles, The Coinage of the Umayyads of Spain, 1:20–21.
32. Vycichl, “Al- Andalus (sobre la historia de un nombre),” 449–450.
33. Wexler, The Non- Jewish Origins of the Sephardic Jews, 76.
34. Lévi- Provençal, Histoire de l’Espagne musulmane, 1:71–73. Torres Balbas, “Al- Andalus,” 

1:486; Helm, “Al- Andalus und Gotica Sors,” 252–263, and “L’Origine du nom al- Andalus,” 
49–55.

35. Bossong, “Der Name al- Andalus: Neue Überlegungen zu einem alten Prob lem.”
36. Vallvé Bermejo, “El Nombre de al- Andalus,” 353, and “Mater Spania (siglos 

VIII– XIII).”
37. Corriente, Diccionario de arabismos y voces afines en iberromance, 215.
38. Corriente, “Coptic Loanwords of Egyptian Arabic in Comparison with the Parallel 

Case of Romance Loanwords in Andalusi Arabic,” 117. The symbol “*” is used in phonology 
to indicate the word does not obey the phonotactics.

39. Ramírez del Río, “Acerca del origen del topónimo al- Andalus.” García Sanjuán, 
“Al- Andalus, Etymology and Name,” reviews the vari ous scholarly hypotheses and their 
weaknesses.

40. Transmitted, among  others, by the geographer Ibn ‘Abd al- Mun‘im al- Ḥimyarī, al- 
Rawḍ al- mi ‘ṭār fī khabar al- aqṭār, 2.

41. Miquel, “Al- Iṣṭakhrī,” 4:222–223; Tibbetts, “The Balkhi School,” 114, 119, observes 
that al- Iṣṭakhrī appears to treat al- Andalus and the Maghrib as one area. Accordingly, the 
Maghrib, in the sense of the Islamic West, includes al- Andalus and not only Morocco, a no-
tion encoded in Moses Maimonides’ usage, on which see above, page 5. A facsimile of an 1173 
manuscript copy of al- Iṣṭakhrī’s map can be found in Harley and Woodward, The History of 
Cartography, pl. 6.

42. Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al- Maqqarī, Nafḥ al- ṭīb min ghusn al- andalus al- raṭīb,  
1:125, 147. All references to this work refer to the ‘Abbās 1968 edition unless otherwise noted.

43. See Lipin ski, “Obadiah 20”; and Rabinowitz, “Sefarad.”
44. See Krauss, “The Names Ashkenaz and Sepharad”; Laredo and Gonzalo Maeso, “El 

nombre de ‘Sefarad’ ”; and Harkavy, “Toldot r. shmu’el ha- nagid.” M. R. Cohen, “The Ori-
gins of Sephardic Jewry in the Medieval Arab World,” 24, suggests that the Aramaic trans-
lator “rendered ‘Sepharad’ by the word ‘Aspamia,’ presumably thinking of Apamea, a city in 
Mesopotamia.” “Sefarad” is used in the Babylonian Talmud to signify a faraway place. See 
Oppenheimer, “From Qurtava to Aspamya,” 57. See also Roth, “A Note on the Meaning of 
Sefarad,” who reviews many of  these interpretations and sources and cites additional contri-
butions to the discussion.

45. Abū l- Walīd Marwān ibn Janāḥ, Kitāb al- uṣūl, 496.
46. Brutzkus, “Sfarad un Ṣorfat,” 1:11, cited by Wexler, The Non- Jewish Origins of the Sep-

hardic Jews, 76–77.
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47. Wexler, The Non- Jewish Origins of the Sephardic Jews, 77–78. Wexler also discusses 
the vexing  matter of usage,  whether and when Sefarad applied to the peninsula in its en-
tirety or to its specifically Islamic or Christian domains. Roth, “Note on the Meaning of Se-
farad,” 245–246, cites the nineteenth- century philologist Antonio García Blanco as the first 
to derive i sephanim from the Semitic.

48. Solà- Solé, “Semitic Ele ments in Ancient Hispania,” 490–491 (184–185).
49. Pons, “The Origin of the Name Sepharad,” 311; Pons also reviews the entire history 

of scholarly attempts to identify the place name Sefarad.
50. Aslanov, “Sefārad as an Alternative Name for Hispania,” 239.
51. Ramírez del Río, “Acerca del origen del topónimo al- Andalus (II),” 710–714.
52. Gelston, The Peshiṭta of the Twelve Prophets, 86.
53. The text was edited by Ben- Shammai and Chiesa, “Qeṭa‘im mi- peirush rasa”g li- 

mgilat eikhah,” 70. My thanks to Moshe Yagur for bringing this source to my attention.
54. Seder ‘olam zuṭa, in Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles, 1:71. See Hacohen, “The Jerusalem 

Talmud in the Teachings of the Early Spanish Sages,” 113–117, for additional geonic- era 
sources.

55. Three versions of the text of Midrash ‘eser galuyot  were published in Oṣar midrashim, 
2:433–439. The reference to Sefarad is found in the third version (originally published by Car-
moli as “Sefer ‘Uqṭān de- mar ya‘aqov”), 439. The dating of Midrash ‘eser galuyot is uncertain, 
but R. Ṣemaḥ Gaon, head of the Palestinian acad emy for thirty- one years, refers to it in the 
ninth  century in correspondence, supposedly with the Jews of Qayrawān, regarding tales of 
the mysterious apocalyptic figure Eldad ha- Dani. See Sefer Eldad ha- Dani, 1:40, cited by 
G. Cohen, The Book of Tradition, 251.

56. Kraemer, Maimonides, 493n39. Beaver, “Nebuchadnezzar’s Jewish Legions,” studies 
the early modern Christian Spanish uses of this Sefardi legend and their sources,  going back 
to Islamic polemics against Jewish Scripture.

57. Text: Poznański, “The Arabic Commentary of Abu Zakariya Yaḥya (Judah ben 
Samuel) ibn Balcam on the Twelve Minor Prophets,” 34–35.

58. Cairo Geniza, DK 184a, ed. Gil, In the Kingdom of Ishmael, 2:63 (doc. 19, line 10); 
and Gil, Jews in Islamic Countries in the  Middle Ages, 195–196. Among the earliest Andalusi 
Hebrew poets, “Ispamya” is occasionally employed for metrical purposes as the equivalent 
of Sefarad. See Isaac ibn Mar Shaul, “Ṣevi ḥashuq be- ispamya,” in Schirmann, New Hebrew 
Poems from the Genizah, 158 (#66); and Samuel the Nagid, “Meodam be- mar’ehu we- ‘arev 
le- shotehu u- mazug be-ispamyā,” in Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 1:163.

59. This impor tant letter to Joseph, king of the Khazars, is discussed below, Chap. 2.
60. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara wa- l- mudhākara, 54 (29a).
61. Abraham ibn Daud, Dorot ‘olam, 124–127.
62. Assis, “Sefarad,” 31.
63. Ray,  After Expulsion, 13.
64. Decter, Iberian Jewish Lit er a ture, 5–6.

chapter 1

In this chapter, I am indebted to the pathbreaking series of studies by Maribel Fierro, 
as well as to the work of Manuela Marín, Gabriel Martínez- Gros, Nicola Clarke, Janina 
Safran, David J. Wasserstein, James T. Monroe, and  others for definitive studies on how the 
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tenth- century Umayyad caliphs employed vari ous textual, material, and performative tools 
to ground their authority in the language of Islamic legitimacy. Rather than undertaking an 
exhaustive study of  these legitimacy- conferring discourses and per for mances, I endeavor to 
synthesize what is known and draw selective attention to paradigmatic illustrations from writ-
ten sources and material culture  because I assign them an agency over and above their im-
port for articulating Umayyad po liti cal and religious legitimacy and power. For the most part, 
I concentrate on illustrations drawn from the earliest available sources, with the notable ex-
ception of al- Maqqarī, who preserves fragmentary versions of what is other wise lost. Ac-
cordingly, I set aside the always impor tant and notoriously difficult question of source 
criticism, transmission, and redaction: who borrowed from whom and when and where and 
for what purpose.

Note to epigraph: Al- Rāzī apud al- Maqqarī, Nafḥ al- ṭīb, 1:129.

1. Sumner, “The Chronology of the Early Governors of al- Andalus to the Accession of 
‘Abd al- Raḥmān I.”

2. For the history of the conquest, the governors’ period and the early Umayyad emir-
ate, see Collins, The Arab Conquest of Spain, 710–797; ‘Abd al- Wāḥid Dhannūn Ṭāhā, The 
Muslim Conquest and Settlement of North Africa and Spain, 84–109, 183–253; and Kennedy, Mus-
lim Spain and Portugal, 1–16. Of late, Spanish historiography has become embroiled in a po-
lemical contest over the history of the early eighth  century, on which, see the Conclusion 
below.

3. Fierro, “Mawālī and Muwalladūn in al- Andalus, 228–229, explains that before the 
mid- tenth  century, the term muwallad, typically understood as “converts to Islam,” actually 
“designates someone who was ‘Arabized’ but not necessarily ‘Islamized.’ ” Fierro further dem-
onstrates (195–245) just how complex the social and ethnic situation was in al- Andalus prior 
to the tenth  century and how the vari ous terms for the convert population shifted over the 
first two Islamic centuries.

4. An account of the circumstances surrounding the declaration and text of the decree 
is preserved in Crónica Anónima de ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III al- Nāṣir, 75–80, trans. Cobb, in Con-
stable, Medieval Iberia, 87–90.

5. Lévi- Provençal, Histoire de l’Espagne Musulmane, 2:1–164, recounts the po liti cal his-
tory of ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III al- Nāṣir’s reign.

6. See ibid., 2:78–110.
7. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period, 114–127. For discussions of Bulliet 

and the specific methodological and statistical prob lems of the study of conversion in al- 
Andalus, see Penelas, “Some Remarks on Conversion to Islam in al- Andalus”; Wasserstein, 
“Where Have All the Converts Gone?”; and Harrison, “ Behind the Curve,” which ofers a 
reconsideration of Bulliet in light of the dearth of sources and the survival of a significant 
Andalusi Christian community. See Bulliet, “The Conversion Curve Revisited,” 71, where 
Bulliet responds to what he regards as misinterpretation of his “technique and conclusions” 
“with regard to Spain”; and Fierro, “The Islamisation of al- Andalus.”

8. Said, Orientalism, 332, famously articulated the universality of this pro cess in pro-
ducing cultural self- definition. On social bound aries in al- Andalus, see J. Safran, Defining 
Bound aries in al- Andalus.

9. Wasserstein, The Caliphate in the West, 17. Cf., however, Wasserstein’s  earlier perspec-
tive in Rise and Fall of the Party- Kings, 28–29.

10. J. Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 10–11.
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11. See Fierro, “Sobre la adopcíon del título califal por ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III”; Martínez- 
Gros, L’idéologie omeyyade; Martínez- Gros, Identité andalouse; and Monroe, “Hispano- Arabic 
Poetry During the Caliphate of Córdoba.”

12. See Taḥṭaḥ, Al- ghurba wa- l- ḥanīn fī l- shi‘r al- andalusī.
13. Gellens, “The Search for Knowledge in Medieval Muslim Socie ties,” 51.
14. Selheim, “Faḍīla.” My understanding of the discourses of place in classical Islam-

dom has benefited from Antrim, Routes and Realms.
15. Fierro, ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III, 7. I do not address Pierre Guichard’s Al- Andalus: Estruc-

tura antropológica de una sociedad islámica en Occidente question of the social real ity, i.e., 
 whether cleavage between Berbers and Arabs continued unabated into the eleventh  century 
or  whether the distinct Andalusi “identity” that the Umayyads sponsored widely took hold 
in the tenth. See Wasserstein, Rise and Fall of the Party- Kings, 164–165.

16.  Here I employ the idea of “myth” in its original significance as mythos, “the  thing 
told,” and without any of the pejorative connotations it accrued.

17. The geo graph i cal imagination of the Jews of al- Andalus, by contrast, did not con-
strue their community as quite so isolated. It engaged questions of center and periphery but 
in a fundamentally dif er ent way from Andalusi Muslims. Chapters 2, 4, and 5 below treat 
this  matter regarding the Jews of al- Andalus and the communities of the Islamic East.

18. Marín, “Historical Images of al- Andalus and Andalusis.”
19. See du Mensil, Géographes d’al- Andalus, 95–119.
20. Michalowski, “ Mental Maps and Ideology,” 131.
21. García- Arenal, Messianism and Puritanical Reform, 80, citing Fierro, “Le mahdī Ibn 

Tūmart et al- Andalus,” who observes (48): “among Muslims, traditions had already circu-
lated in the 2nd–8th  century predicting that their settlement in the Iberian Peninsula would 
be transitory and was destined to end tragically.”

22. See D. Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic, 77, citing Nu‘aym ibn Ḥammād al- 
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24. ‘Abd al- Malik ibn Ḥabīb, Kitāb al- Ta’rīkh, 136–156 (chap. devoted to al- Andalus), 
carefully studied by Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 143–150. Dangler, “Edging  Toward 
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al- Bakrī, Jughāfiyat al- andalus wa- ūrūbbā min kitāb al- masālik wa- l- mamālik, 130.  Later An-
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form, 80–85, makes the connection between early Umayyad confrontations in Syria with 
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as Clarke, The Muslim Conquest of Iberia, 84–101; and López Lázaro, “Rise and Global Sig-
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back to the eleventh  century.
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from dangerous, threatening won ders associated with lands on the periphery of and beyond 
Islamdom. Clarke notes (81) that  these traditions could serve to enhance al- Andalus’s 
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45. Abū l- Qāsim ibn Ḥawqal, Kitāb ṣūrat al- arḍ, 108–109, trans. Marín, “Historical Im-
ages of al- Andalus and Andalusians,” 409.
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ce dence, 146–196.

61. Monroe, “The Historical Arjūza of ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi,” 67–95 (citation from 74).
62. Khoury, “The Meaning of the  Great Mosque of Córdoba in the Tenth  Century,” 97 
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followed by the era of the Umayyad emirate  until ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III (119–140).
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72. Ibn al- Qūṭiyya al- Qurṭubī, Ta’rīkh iftitāḥ al- andalus (1994), 76=Early Islamic Spain: 

The History of Ibn al- Qūṭiyya, 51.
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par tic u lar, Heath, “Knowledge.”
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the conscious (and self- conscious) importation of Eastern models in government organ ization, 
religious studies, building style, and lit er a ture.
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(d. second de cade of ninth  century). Ibn al- Faraḍī, Ta’rīkh al- ‘ulamā’ (part 1), 154–155 
(#458), who is said to have been among the Andalusis who studied with Mālik b. Anas in 
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Zakariyyā Yaḥyā b. Mālik (d. 985); Ibn al- Faraḍī, Ta’rīkh al- ‘ulamā’ (part 2), 193 (#1599), 
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for the sake of study.”

86. Forcada, “Books from Abroad.”
87. See Ellenblum, The Collapse of the Eastern Mediterranean.
88. On new technologies in Andalusi agriculture, see Glick, Islamic and Christian Spain 

in the Early  Middle Ages, 42–112, 253–268. On irrigation specifically, Glick, From Muslim For-
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89. Ibn al- Faraḍī, Ta’rīkh al- ‘ulamā’ (part 2), 112–113 [#1400]. Ibn al- Faraḍī’s habit of list-
ing and treating ghurabā’ separately was followed in subsequent Andalusi biographical dic-
tionaries of religious scholars.

90. Fierro, “Heresy and Po liti cal Legitimacy in al- Andalus,” 51–76, demonstrates that 
the religious situation in classical al- Andalus was more complex and nuanced than the tra-
ditional sources and modern scholarship assert. E.g., ‘Abd al- Raḥmān III seems to have pro-
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exclusive truth- claims. See Fierro’s  earlier discussion on Mālikism and  legal pluralism in al- 
Andalus, “Why and How Do Religious Scholars Write About Themselves?”; and Aguadé, 
“Some Remarks About Sectarian Movements in al- Andalus.”
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93. Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al- Rā‘ī, Intiṣār al- faqīr al- sālik li- tarjīḥ madhhab al- imām 
al- kabīr mālik, 165–166, trans. Dutton, Original Islam, 48. See also the Intiṣār’s passage (136–
138, trans. Dutton, 32–34) on “The Ḥadīth of the Prophet About ‘the  People of the West.’ ”
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a vast subject in and of itself. See Fierro, “Proto- Malikis, Malikis and Reformed Malikis”; 
and Urvoy, “The ‘Ulamā’ of al- Andalus.”

95. Al- Muqaddasī, Aḥsan al- taqāsīm, 236–237. Fierro, La hetérodoxia en al- Andalus du-
rante el período omeya, 176, has shown that al- Muqaddasī’s views  were  shaped by reports of 
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‘Āmir (al- Manṣūr, r. 977–1002).
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96. Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal, 41. Kennedy adds, contrary to the modern 
reputation of al- Andalus, “if Córdoba was spared the conflicts that convulsed Baghdad, it 
also saw none of the intellectual excitement that accompanied them.”

97. Al- Ḥumaydī, Jadhwat al- Muqtabis fī dhikr wulāt al- andalus, 112–113. A translation by 
Dozy appeared in his book review of Renan, Averroès et l’averroïsme, 93. For a study of the 
account and its sources with a new translation, see M. Cook, “Ibn Sa‘dī on Truth- Blindness,” 
169–178.

98. Ibn Jubayr, Riḥla, 87. Ibn Jubayr is discussed below, in Chap. 5.
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al- Andalus, see Idris, “Reflections on Mālikism  Under the Umayyads of Spain.”

101. Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal, 90–91, cites al- Rāzī (apud Ibn Ḥayyān), al- 
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102. Khoury, “The Meaning of the  Great Mosque of Córdoba,” 86. Zadeh, “From Drops 
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ern frontier of Islam” (323). The ‘Uthmānic muṣḥaf also turns up in other Islamic lands. See 
Meri, The Cult of Saints Among Muslims and Jews in Medieval Syria, 114–116.

103. Al- Maqqarī, Nafḥ al- ṭīb, 4:460.
104. Al- Sharīf al- Idrīsī, Waṣf al- masjid al- jāmi‘ bi- qurṭuba (Description de la Grande 

Mosquée de Cordoue), 8–11, cited by Dodds, Architecture and Ideology in Early Medieval Spain, 
100–101; 167. See Khoury, “The Meaning of the  Great Mosque of Córdoba,” 80–81; and Dodds, 
“The  Great Mosque of Córdoba.”

105. Fierro, “The Movable Minbar in Córdoba.”
106. Fierro, “Red and Yellow,” 79–83.
107. Ibid., 81. Another, dif er ent dimension of the Umayyad quest for legitimacy involved 

the diplomatic recognition and symbolic prestige aforded them by the Byzantine emperors 
from the time of al- Ḥakam I in the mid- ninth  century. See Wasserstein, “Byzantium and 
al- Andalus.”

108. M. Weber, Economy and Society, 215.
109. S. Stetkevych, “The Poetics of Ceremony and the Competition for Legitimacy.”
110. Prado- Vilar, “Circular Visions of Fertility and Punishment”; and Holod, “Luxury 

Arts of the Caliphal Period.”
111. Barceló, “The Manifest Caliph.”
112. Anderson, The Islamic Villa in Early Medieval Iberia, examines the vari ous sym-

bolic and po liti cal functions of the Andalusi munya (137–167). See also Ruggles, Gardens, 
Landscape, and Vision in the Palaces of Islamic Spain, which examines many of the same 
 matters.

113. Ibn al- Faraḍī, Ta’rīkh al- ‘ulamā’, part 1, 69 (#223). It should be noted that in al- 
Fārābī’s epistemology, the linguistic sciences (‘ulūm al- lugha)  were considered foundational 
to all other scientific pursuits. See Netton, Al- Fārābī and His School, 44–45, discussing the 
place of language study in The Cata logue of the Sciences (Iḥṣā’ l- ‘ulūm).



206 Notes to Pages 42–47

114. Vallejo Triano, “Madīnat al- Zahrā’,” and “Madinat al- Zahra’ ”; Fierro, “Madīnat al- 
Zahrā’, Paradise and the Fatimids,” ofers another theory of the significance of the complex, 
its decorative ele ments, and its name, specifically related to the Umayyads’ rivalry with the 
Fāṭimids and recent turns of events in the Fāṭimids’  favor.

115. Wasserstein, “The Library of al- Ḥakam II al- Mustanṣir and the Culture of Islamic 
Spain”; and al- Khushanī, Kitāb al- qudāt bi- qurṭuba, 5–6.

116. Fierro, “Heresy and Po liti cal Legitimacy in al- Andalus,” 68.
117. I use  these terms in a somewhat more capacious sense than Bourdieu, The Field of 

Cultural Production, 270, who conceived of them for theorizing and critiquing the material 
po liti cal economy of artistic production and for  those “trading in the sacred” (76) but who 
do not create it.

118. Manifestations of the trope  after the tenth  century are typically ascribed to nostal-
gia for the grandeur of the Umayyad caliphal age. Chapter 3 below explores additional ways 
of understanding the trope’s social agency in the post- Umayyad period.

119. Vesser, The New Historicism, xi, observes: “ every act of unmasking, critique, and 
opposition uses the tools it condemns.”

chapter 2

Notes to epigraphs: Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 54 [29a]; and Schirmann, 
Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 1:38 (vv. 52–54).

1. Benbassa, Suffering as Identity, 51. For impor tant reflections on theme of exile with 
reference to medieval Iberia, see Yerushalmi, “Exile and Expulsion in Jewish History.” On 
the broader, transcultural significance of diaspora, see Barkan and Shelton, Borders, Exiles, 
Diasporas, 5. For studies of the specifically Jewish issue in the modern period, see Eisen, Mod-
ern Jewish Reflections on Homelessness and Homecoming; and Ezrahi, Booking Passage.

2. Noted by Wasserstein, “The Muslims and the Golden Age of the Jews in al- Andalus,” 
194.

3. On the vari ous estimates by scholars such as Ashtor and Torres Balbás that amount 
to guesses, see Wasserstein, “Jewish Elites in al- Andalus,” 106–109. In “The Muslims and 
the Golden Age of the Jews,” 181, Wasserstein cautions us regarding unsubstantiated over-
statements about westward migration of Jews to al- Andalus.

4. Goldberg, Trade and Institutions in the Medieval Mediterranean, 313–319, studies 
economic documents from the Geniza and points to the changing status of al- Andalus in 
East– West trade, with a proportional decline of Geniza traders  doing business  there in the 
 later eleventh  century.

5. See García Iglesias, Los judíos en la España antigua, 44–81 (Roman Hispania), 161–181 
(Visigothic Iberia).

6. On the Jews of the Iberian Peninsula before al- Andalus, see Katz, The Jews in the 
Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms of Spain and Gaul; and Bachrach, “A Reassessment of Vi-
sigothic Jewish Policy,” 589–711.

7. For a source- based summary of the history of rabbinical scholarship in Sefarad to the 
eleventh  century, see Margaliot, Sefer hilkhot ha- nagid, 1–10. For more details on  these ties to 
the Pumbedita and Sura academies, based on responsa and correspondence, including appeals 
for financial support  going back to the turn of the ninth  century, see D. Rosenthal, “Rav 
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Paltoi Gaon and His Place in the Halakhic Tradition,” 603–609. My thanks to Marc Herman 
for bringing this article to my attention.

8. The fabulous legend of Naṭrūnai’s paranormal journey (qefiṣat ha- derekh) to al- 
Andalus is related in an early twelfth- century source: Judah ben Barzillai al- Bargeloni, 
Peirush sefer yeṣirah, 103–104, 321. Rosenthal, “Rav Paltoi Gaon,” 607, cites another fantastic 
legend: the geonic tradition that the sages of Palestine advised Alexander the  Great, who 
sought to ascend to the heavens. They reportedly counseled him to go to Spain to consult 
with the wise scholars who had resided  there since the First Exile. A brief (non- fantastical) 
mention of Naṭrūnai leaving Baghdad for the Maghrib is found in Iggeret Sherira Ga’on, in 
Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles, 1:36 = Iggeret sherira ga’on (1921), 104. See also Ginzberg, Geon-
ica, 1:17–20. For details on the exilarchs (“Ro’sh ha- golah”; “Reish gālūtā”; “Head of the 
Diaspora”) and their office, see Gil, Jews in Islamic Countries in the  Middle Ages, 83–116. On 
the exilarch as the “secular” of two ecumenical authorities, see Goitein, A Mediterranean 
Society, 2:17–23.

9. Judah ben Barzillai al- Bargeloni, Sefer ha- ‘Ittim, 267, who ascribes his source for the 
tradition to Samuel the Nagid.

10. Ashtor, The Jews of Moslem Spain, 1:139. For particulars on the geonim, their author-
ity, and communal and literary activities, see Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the Shaping 
of Medieval Jewish Culture; Gil, Jews in Islamic Countries, 117–206; and Goitein, A Mediterra-
nean Society, 2:5–17. The po liti cal and economic tensions between the Babylonian and Pales-
tinian Jewish centers of authority  were naturally grounded in diferences in halakhic opinion 
and practice. See Margulies, “The Diferences Between Babylonian and Palestinian Jews.”

11. See G. Cohen, The Book of Tradition, xvi– xxvi, for examination of Ibn Daud’s intel-
lectual background.

12. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 79.
13. Ibid., 78.
14. Ashtor, “Un Mouvement migratoire au haut Moyen Age”; and Baron, “Saadia’s Com-

munal Activities,” 99–100.
15. Ben- Sasson, “Va ri e ties of Intercommunal Relations in the Geonic Period,” 17–18.
16. See Fishman, Becoming the  People of the Talmud, 65–76.
17. Ben- Sasson, “Religious Leadership in Islamic Lands,” 1:183–187.
18. Grief, “Reputation and Co ali tions in Medieval Trade,” 861.
19. Scheindlin, “Merchants and Intellectuals, Rabbis and Poets,” is devoted to the broad 

sweep of Jewish culture  under classical Islam, including North Africa, and so represents an 
impor tant departure from convention. My own  earlier work, The Compunctious Poet, acknowl-
edges and details the significance of philological scholarship in North Africa for develop-
ments in al- Andalus but still adheres too closely to the prevailing narrative.

20. The comment is found in the introduction to Abraham ibn Ezra, Sefer Mo’znayim 
(also known as Mo’znei leshon ha- qodesh [Scales of the Holy Language]), Jiménez Paton), 
4 (Hebrew section), in which Ibn Ezra reviews the history of the sages of Hebrew grammar 
from Sa‘adia to Sefarad. Following Sa‘adia, fourteen of fifteen are Maghribi or Andalusi 
scholars.

21. For recent studies of Sa‘adia incorporating findings from the Cairo Geniza unavail-
able to  earlier scholars, see Brody, Rabbi Sa‘adia Gaon; Stroumsa, Saadia Gaon; Steiner, A 
Biblical Translation in the Making; Ben- Shammai, “The Exegetical and Philosophical Writ-
ing of Sa‘adya Gaon”; and Tobi, “Sa‘adia Gaon, Poet- Paytan.”

22. Dāwūd ibn Marwān al- Muqammaṣ, ‘Ishrūn maqāla (Twenty Chapters).
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23. On al- Qūmisī, see Nemoy, Karaite Anthology, 30–41; and Polliak, The Karaite Tradi-
tion of Arabic Bible Translation, 23–36.

24. For a brief review, see Khan, “The Early Karaite Grammatical Tradition,” 72–80; for 
a representative text and study, idem, The Early Karaite Tradition of Hebrew Grammatical 
Thought.

25. Aharon Maman and  others identify Abū l- Faraj Hārūn ibn al- Faraj with Abraham 
ibn Ezra’s unnamed “Jerusalemite scholar” in the introduction to Sefer Mo’znayim, 4 [He-
brew]. See Maman, Comparative Semitic Philology, 375–380. For a roster of Karaites whom Ibn 
Ezra mentions, always unfavorably, in his commentaries on biblical books, see Melammed, 
Bible Commentators, 676–678. In the introduction to his Commentary on the Torah, 1:2–6 [“the 
second approach”], the staunchly Rabbanite Ibn Ezra censures the Karaites’ interpretation of 
the Hebrew Bible for their rejection of the (Rabbanite) transmission of oral tradition.

26. Drory, Models and Contacts, 146–157.
27. Notable exceptions are the intellectual historians Kraemer, “Maimonides and the 

Spanish Aristotelian School,” 40, for whom, following Maimonides’ experience and thought, 
“Andalusia and the Maghrib formed a single Kulturkreis”; and Stroumsa, Maimonides in His 
World, 23.

28. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 44.
29. Parts of the Judeo- Arabic original  were published by Friedlander, “The Arabic Orig-

inal of the Report of R. Nathan Hababli,” 747–761. A medieval Hebrew translation appears 
in Neubauer, Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles, 2:78–88. See Ben- Sasson, “The Structure, Goals, 
and Content of the Story of Nathan ha- Babli.”

30. The standard work on Israeli is Altmann and Stern, Isaac Israeli.
31. Le Commentaire sur le Livre de la Création de Dunash Ben Tamim de Kairouan (Xe 

siècle). See also Hayman, Sefer yeṣira, 29–30. Ibn Tamīm’s other philological and scientific 
works are no longer extant.

32. Sa‘adia’s theological work is Kitāb al- amānāt wa- l- i‘tiqādāt, trans. as The Book of Be-
liefs and Opinions.

33. Schlanger, La Philosophie de Salomon Ibn Gabirol, 97–101; and Joseph ibn Ṣaddīq, The 
Microcosm of Joseph ibn Ṣaddīq. By the eleventh  century, al- Andalus had supplanted North 
Africa as well as the Islamic East as the principal locus for Jewish theological speculation 
and philosophical activity.

34. Judah ibn Quraysh, Risāla. Zwiep,  Mother of Reason and Revelation, studies the his-
tory of Jewish philological research and demonstrates its centrality to intellectual thought in 
general. Alfonso, Islamic Culture Through Jewish Eyes, 10–14, examines the Jews’ discourse on 
language and the pro cess of Jewish identity construction in al- Andalus.

35. David ben Abraham al- Fāsī, Kitāb Jāmi‘ l- alfāẓ.
36.  These details are studied by Maman, Comparative Semitic Philology in the  Middle Ages; 

and Sáenz- Badillos, “Menahem and Dunash in Search of the Foundations of the Hebrew Lan-
guage.” In this re spect, too, Sa‘adia and his followers  were adapting to Hebrew the Arabo- 
Islamic doctrine i‘ jāz al- qur’ān, the “inimitable wondrousness of the form and content of the 
Qur’ān,” espoused in exegetical lit er a ture by the end of the ninth  century, on which, see 
Grunebaum, “I‘djāz,” and Aleem, “ ‘Ijazu’ l- Qur’an.”

37. Relying on the testimony of the acrostic “signature” in one of his liturgical poems 
as well as a comment by Moses ibn Ezra in the twelfth  century, a few scholars conclude that 
Dūnash ben Labrāṭ was born in Baghdad into a Maghribi  family that had migrated east. See 
Schirmann, The History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 119–120.
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38. First articulated in his Hebrew introduction to Sefer ha- Egron (Kitāb uṣūl al- shi‘r 
al- ‘ ibrānī); and Dotan, The Dawn of Hebrew Linguistics.

39. The ambiguous comment that his teacher supposedly made is reported by Dūnash, 
Sefer teshuvot dūnash ha- lewi ben labrāṭ ‘al rabbi sa‘adiyah ga’on, 31. See Schirmann- Fleischer, 
The History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 121. Some scholars dispute the identification of 
this text with Dūnash. See Sáenz- Badillos, “Sobre el autor de las Tešubot ‘al Se‘adyah.”

40. Menaḥem Ben Sarūq, Maḥberet.
41. Tešubot de Dūnash ben Labrāṭ is a critique of Menaḥem’s Maḥberet. Their respective 

students’ ensuing literary row: Tešubot de los discípulos de Menaḥem contra Dunaš Ben Labraṭ; 
and Teshubot de Yehudi Ben Sheshet. Drory, Models and Contacts, 191–207, explains the intri-
cate linguistic and phonetic details of Dūnash’s prosodic system and the dif er ent explana-
tions that scholars have given for the metrical choices involved. See also Schirmann- Fleischer, 
History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 119–143.

42. Solomon ibn Gabirol, Brody- Schirmann, Secular Poems of Ibn Gabirol, 5; and Moses 
ibn al- Taqāna, Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 1:287.

43. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 58; and Judah al- Ḥarizi, Taḥkemoni, 109.
44. Ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 73 (trans. G. Cohen, Book of Tradition, 102).
45. Robles, Tešubot de los discípulos de Menaḥem contra Dunaš Ben Labraṭ, 15–16; and Sáenz- 

Badillos, “Los discípulos de Menahem sobre métrica hebrea.” The debate had other implica-
tions as well, insofar as it involved two divergent theories of the origins and nature of language, 
natu ral or conventional. See Sáenz- Badillos, “Menahem and Dunaš in Search of the Founda-
tions of Hebrew Language.”

46. Text: Sáenz- Badillos, Teshubot de Dunash, 5; Dūnash, Poems, 73, lines 15–16; and Valle 
Rodríguez, El Diván Poético de Dunash Ben Labraṭ, 508. Allony (Dūnash, Poems, 139), fol-
lowed by Ray, “The Jews of al- Andalus,” 258, note the putdown of the “sages of Sefarad.”

47. Impor tant exceptions to this general rule came in the form of highly accomplished 
Eastern poets such as Moses ben Abraham Dar‘ī (twelfth- century Egypt) who embraced 
Andalusi style and the scholar Tanḥūm ben Joseph Yerushalmi (thirteenth- century Egypt) 
who was a staunch devotee of Andalusi Jewish culture in all its re spects. At the same time, 
Judah al- Ḥarizi, who left Christian Toledo for the Islamic East in the early thirteenth 
 century, complains about the supposedly very sorry state of Hebrew knowledge, linguistic 
studies, and poetic composition among the Easterners he encountered, studied below, 
Chap. 5.

48. Dotan, “The Vicissitudes of Arabic Impact on Hebrew Language Study in the East 
and in Spain,” 135–136.

49. Ray, “The Jews of al- Andalus.” G. Cohen, “The Story of the Four Captives,” 179, 
205–206n214, was the first to speak of Sefardi “nativism” in interpreting this controversy as 
well as the conflict between the Ibn Shaprūṭ– Ibn Falīja faction against the Ibn Jau party and 
the strug gle between their respective candidates— Ḥanokh b. Moses (who apparently for-
malized his ties to the Ibn Falīja  family through marriage) and Isaac (ben Jospeh) ibn Abītūr—
to assume leadership of the rabbinical acad emy. Cohen cites Salo Baron’s  earlier observation 
of Iraqi Jewish nativism in response to the rise of the Egyptian (i.e., “foreign”) Sa‘adia Gaon 
assuming leadership of the Sura acad emy. See Baron, “Saadia’s Communal Activities,” 422n93.

50. Ray, “The Jews of al- Andalus,” 255.
51. E.g., Dūnash ben Labrāṭ, Poems (1947), 70, lines 35–38. So, too, Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ 

backed his son Ḥanokh ben Moses over the “local” candidate, Joseph ibn Abītūr in the strug-
gle over succession in rabbinical leadership following Moses ben Ḥanokh’s death.
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52. The maneuver to import or welcome distinguished rabbinic talent to enhance the 
local scene was not unique to tenth- century al- Andalus but commonplace among the Jewish 
communities of Islamdom.

53. Although  there are prob lems with its dating, among other difficulties, scholars such 
as Allony, “Judah ben David and Judah Ḥayyūj,” identify Ḥayyūj (full name: Abū Zakariyya 
Yaḥyā ben David al- Fāsī) with the Judah ben David who was among the partisans of Menaḥem 
ibn Sarūq.

54. Abraham ibn Ezra, Sefer Mo’znayim, 5.
55. Judah Ḥayyūj (Abū Zakariyya ibn Dāwūd of Fez), The Weak and Geminative Verbs in 

Hebrew; Three Treatises on Hebrew Grammar by R. Judah Hayyuj; Kitāb al- nutaf; and El Libro 
de Hayyūy.

56. Cano, Yishaq ibn Jalfun; and Schirmann- Fleischer, The History of Hebrew Poetry in 
Muslim Spain, 172–182.

57. See Brener, Isaac ibn Khalfun.
58. Samuel the Nagid, Ben Tehillim, 256–260 (#107), composed a poetic letter of condo-

lence in Aramaic to Ḥananel ben Ḥushiel on the occasion of his  father’s death; trans. Kobler, 
Letters of Jews Through the Ages, 1:135–138.

59. Beeri, “ ‘Eli he- Ḥaver ben ‘Amram,” 279–280, observes that al- Andalus and Pales-
tine competed as centers of Hebrew poetry in the tenth  century. Their divergent preferences 
in  matters of form and content reflect the mutual ambivalence with which Eastern and West-
ern Hebrew poets  were regarded. By the eleventh  century, the commanding influence of the 
forms and some of the content of Andalusi Hebrew poetry had penetrated the East.

60. Thanks to the Cairo Geniza, it is now apparent that other eleventh- century liturgi-
cal poets of the East, such as David ben (Ḥezekiah) ha- Nasi,  were well aware of and guard-
edly experimenting with aspects of Andalusi Hebrew- style poetics. See Beeri, “Between Spain 
and the East,” and “Tochakha: Un poème de remontrance de David Hanassi.”

61. Teshuvot ha- ge’onim, 27 (#60).
62. Iggeret rav sherira ga’on, 15. Writing a  century  after the disappearance of the Iraqi 

geonim, Abraham ibn Daud constructs a view of the history of rabbinic scholarship that im-
plicitly asserts that authority was transferred from Babylonia to al- Andalus in the tenth and 
eleventh centuries. According to Ibn Daud’s account, the Jews of North Africa also achieved 
de facto separation from the Iraqi centers about the same time, with Ḥushiel ben Elḥanan’s 
establishment of a rabbinic acad emy in Qayrawān.  Whether Ibn Daud’s account is histori-
cally accurate is less impor tant than what it tells us about the rise of regional rabbinic cen-
ters in North Africa and al- Andalus in the tenth  century: their first teachers came to them 
from Baghdad, indicating that rabbinic learning literally was in the pro cess of passing from 
East to West.

63. Nissim also composed a Judeo- Arabic folkloristic- didactic work modeled  after the 
Arabic genre al- faraj ba‘da shidda (“relief  after adversity”), in Rav Nissim Gaon: Five Books— 
Remnants from His Compositions.

64. Perush ha- Mishnah, 47. Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishneh 
Torah), 160.

65. Ta- Shma, Talmudic Commentary in Eu rope and North Africa, 145–153.
66. While the history of Hebrew poetry in al- Andalus and the Islamic East has bene-

fited im mensely from the discovery of texts in the Geniza, it has been underutilized for what 
it reveals about the cultural contacts between the Jews of the Islamic West and East, as op-
posed to the well- documented and studied socioeconomic interconnections.
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67. Goitein and Friedman, India Traders of the  Middle Ages, 9.
68. On Jewish physicians in general, see Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 2:240–261. 

On Abraham ibn ‘Aṭā, the illustrious “Negid ha- golah” (early eleventh  century), see Goitein, 
“Three Letters from Qayrawān Addressed to Joseph ben Jacob ben ‘Awkal”; and Hirschberg, 
A History of the Jews in North Africa, 1:112–113, 198–199, 211–213. Comparable figures are Abū 
l- Faḍl Mevorakh b. Sa‘adia in Fāṭimid Egypt and Moses Maimonides in Ayyūbid Egypt, 
among  others.

69. Documents: Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Lit er a ture, 1:3–30. For the 
comparative dimension, see Decter, “Before Caliphs and Kings.” An expansive and frequently 
 imagined romanticized portrait of Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ may be found in Ashtor, Jews of Mos-
lem Spain, 1:155–227. Aside from Abraham ibn Daud’s remarks about Ḥasdai, see the com-
ments of Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara wa- l- mudhākara, 57; and Judah al- Ḥarizi, 
Taḥkemoni, [12] 212, lines 80f., discussed below, in Chaps. 4 and 5.

70. Wasserstein, Rise and Fall of the Party- Kings, 196, casts doubt on the historicity of 
Muslim accounts of Ḥasdai’s diplomatic mission to the Byzantines. Wasserstein, “The Mus-
lims and the Golden Age of the Jews in al- Andalus,” 186, is also skeptical about reports of 
Ḥasdai’s high rank. For a contrasting view, see Stroumsa, “Thinkers of ‘This Peninsula,’ ” 
49–51.

71. Ibn Abī Uṣaybi‘a, ‘Uyūn al- anbā’ fī ṭabaqāt al- aṭibbā’, part 2, 50. This detail of the 
portrait of Ḥasdai appears tailored to fit the familiar mold of the Jewish physician- scholar of 
religious law. See also the passage regarding Ḥasdai in Ṣā‘id ibn Aḥmad al- Andalusī, Kitāb 
ṭabaqāt al umam, 81.

72. According to a poem by Dūnash, Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 
1:37 (v. 38), Iraqi geonic authorities may have conferred upon Ḥasdai the title “Ro’sh kallah,” 
normally reserved for a high- ranking rabbinic scholar. No doubt they endeavored to preserve 
their formerly close ties to the Andalusi Jewish community and its leaders. See Bareket, “Head 
of the Jews in Spain in Comparison with Head of the Jews in Egypt.” By the eleventh  century, 
the title “nagid,” a territorial head of the Jews without a genealogical connection to the line 
of David, appeared exclusively in the Islamic West— specifically, al- Andalus and Egypt. On 
the values and symbolic language of literary repre sen ta tions of Jewish po liti cal legitimacy in 
the Mediterranean lands of classical Islam, see Decter, Dominion Built of Praise, 90–127.

73. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 42, 49, 68, 73. Ibn Daud (51) reports that fol-
lowing Ḥasdai’s death, the Umayyad vice- regent nominally ruling on behalf of the minor 
caliph Hishām II, al- Manṣūr (ibn abī ‘Āmir), appointed the silk merchant Jacob ibn Jau nasi 
of the Jews “from Sijilmassa to the river Duero.” See Wasserstein, Rise and Fall of the Party- 
Kings, 196–197.

74. On this office, see Franklin, This Noble House.
75. Notable examples from the tenth  century are the Fāṭimid Jewish courtiers Menash-

she ibn al- Qazzāz and Abū Sa‘d al- Tustarī. On Ibn al- Qazzāz, see Rustow, Heresy and the Poli-
tics of the Community, 125–132. On al- Tustarī, see Gil, The Tustaris.

76. See Scheiber and Malachi, “Letter from Sicily to Ḥasdai ibn Shaprut”; and J. Mann, 
“Ḥisdai ibn Shaprūṭ and His Diplomatic Intervention on Behalf of the Jews in Christian Eu-
rope,” in J. Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Lit er a ture, 1:3–30.

77. Recall that Ḥasdai ibn Shaprūṭ and Andalusi Jewish social and intellectual elites 
regarded “Sefarad” as equivalent to al- Andalus. Obviously, “Sefarad” came to connote the 
 mental and geographic space occupied by Iberian Jews in the Christian kingdoms following 
the Almohad invasion of the mid- twelfth  century. See Decter, Iberian Jewish Lit er a ture, 5–6. 
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As late as the fourth de cade of the twelfth  century, Moses ibn Ezra, an exile from Almoravid 
Granada living in the Christian north, asserts (highlighted in an epigraph to the Chapter): 
“Sefarad is al- Andalus in the language of the Arabs.”

78. Ed. Ḳoḳovtsov, Evreisko- khazarskaia, 10–19. On the manuscript history of the cor-
respondence and discoveries in the Cairo Geniza, see Golb and Pritsak, Khazarian Hebrew 
Documents of the Tenth  Century, trans. Kobler, Letters of Jews Through the Ages, 1:98–106.

79. The eleventh- century pietist Baḥya ibn Paqūda of Saragossa, Al- Hidāya ilā farā’iḍ 
al- qulūb, 119 (The Book of Direction to the Duties of the Heart, 171), strikes a note similar 
to Ḥasdai’s, albeit without reference to the community’s noble origins.

80. Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 1:35–40. The twelfth-  to thirteenth- 
century author Judah al- Ḥarizi (Taḥkemoni, chap. 18, in Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry, 3:135) 
paid tribute to Ibn Shaprūṭ and his instrumental role in the establishment of Andalusi 
Jewish society and culture as follows: “He convened around him  every gaon and rabbinic 
scholar, from Christendom and Islamdom, from East and West and set a  table of his gener-
ous bounty before them.” For a complete discussion of al- Ḥarizi’s look back westward, see 
below, Chap. 5.

81. On the Khazars, see Zohori, The Khazars, Their Conversion to Judaism and History in 
Hebrew Historiography; D. M. Dunlop, The History of the Jewish Khazars; and Golden et al., 
The World of the Khazars.

82. Ḳoḳovtsov, Evreisko- khazarskaia, 10–19, trans. Kobler, Letters of Jews Through the 
Ages, 1:98–106.

83. “Afudat nezer le- sheveṭ moshlim,” in Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence, 
1:6–8. See Alfonso, “Constructions of Exile in Medieval Hebrew Lit er a ture,” and “The Uses 
of Exile in Poetic Discourse.”

84. Alfonso, Islamic Culture Through Jewish Eyes, 89–93, following Cohen and Goitein 
who argued that Sefer ha- qabbalah relayed an esoteric messianic message, reads  these texts as 
reflecting an eschatological urgency among Andalusi Jewish elites. She further suggests that 
Ḥasdai’s messianism parallels in the Umayyad quest for Islamic legitimacy.

85. I am aware, of course, that this reading is dependent upon the conventional dating 
of the document, something that the late manuscript does not necessarily support.

86. Text: Poznański, “Ibn Balcam on the Minor Prophets,” 34–35.
87. It is worth recalling that in his famous responsum to Obadiah, the proselyte (Teshuvot 

ha- rambam, 2:548–550 [#293]) Maimonides associated himself with this hallowed tradi-
tion: “Thus says Moses b. R. Maimon of the descendants of the exile from Jerusalem in 
Sefarad” (548).

88. Wasserstein, “The Khazars and the World of Islam,” 381–382.
89. Gil, “The Babylonian Yeshivot,” 82.
90. Iggeret rav sherira ga’on (1991), 143–144 = Epistle of Sherira Gaon (1921), 104.
91. Judah ben Barzillai al- Bargeloni, Sefer ha- ‘ittim, 267. Al- Bargeloni amplified the tra-

dition by elevating Naṭrūnai’s appearance in al- Andalus to a “miraculous journey.” See 
Lewin, “Geniza Fragments.”

92. Text: Ginzberg, Ginzei Schechter, 2:139–147, 504–573; and Spiegel, “On the Polemic 
of Pirqoy ben Baboy.” For a study of the sources, see Brody, Pirqoy ben Baboy and the History 
of Internal Polemics in Judaism.

93. Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia, 26–30, summarizes the general usefulness and prob-
lems of this source. Ben- Sasson, “The Structure, Goals, and Contents of the Story of Na-
than ha- Babli,” published Judeo- Arabic fragments of the original.
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94. Nathan the Babylonian, Seder ‘olam zuṭa, in Neubauer, Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles, 
2:78. The specific issues in the dispute apparently involved ‘Uqba’s attempt to alter the tradi-
tional formula for dividing diaspora contributions to the two rabbinic academies.

95. The highly doubtful historicity of this figure is secondary to the legend, for which 
 there is evidence from before the mid- twelfth  century with the so- called Book of Eldad, ed. 
Epstein, Eldad ha- Dani, 22–29. For the jumbled history of the fanciful tradition, see Jacobs, 
Re orienting the East, 43–44, 186–187, 196, and Jacobs’s extensive bibliographical notes. Ben- Dor 
Benite, The Ten Lost Tribes, 86–100, reads three Eldad traditions (The Book of Eldad; the 
Qayrawānīs’ correspondence with Ṣemaḥ Gaon, Epstein, Eldad, 3–8; and a  later text ascribed 
to the Jews of Qayrawān, Epstein, Eldad, 83–136, with Epstein’s notes in which Eldad de-
scribes for them certain Jewish rituals slightly inconsistent with rabbinic practice) as an eth-
nographer and identifies Eldad as a historical figure who was actually a trickster.

96. Epstein, Eldad, 25 (#11).
97. The correspondence with a (certain) R. Ṣemaḥ Gaon survived only in late manu-

scripts, casting serious doubts on its historicity. See Jacobs, Re orienting, 240n111. For En-
glish translations, see Neubauer, “Where Are the Ten Tribes?”; and Adler, Jewish Travellers in 
the  Middle Ages, 15–21.

98. Judah ben Barzillai al- Bargeloni (b. 1070), text ed. Ḳoḳovtsov, Evreisko- khazarskaia, 
127–128, was the first author to cite the Ibn Shaprūṭ– King Joseph correspondence. On al- 
Bargeloni’s comments about the authenticity of the tradition and the historicity of the episode, 
see Assaf, Texts and Studies in Jewish History, 91–99. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 64, cited 
it shortly thereafter. The most famous and extensive, albeit literary, reference to the Khazar 
king is Judah Halevi, The Book of Refutation and Proof on the Despised Faith (The Khazarī Book).

99. Ḳoḳovtsov, Evreisko- khazarskaia, 18, trans. Kobler, Letters of Jews Through the Ages, 
105. Some readers see it as a confirmation that Eldad visited al- Andalus. All we can say with 
certainty is that a tradition developed about his visit to the peninsula.

100. Seder Rav ‘Amram, ed. Goldschmidt.
101. The forms in which it has come down to us do not represent the original text but 

vari ous adaptations: Ginzberg, Geonica, 1:119–154, 2:301–345; and Kobler, Letters of Jews Through 
the Ages, 75–76. Brody, “The Enigma of Seder Rav ‘Amram,” 21–34, examines the many prob-
lems with the textual history of the material that has come down to us.

102. Edited by Gil, In the Kingdom of Ishmael, 2:63, doc. 19.
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Arabic literary historians Pérès, García Gómez, Hoenerbach, and Schuler, regarding the ex-
tent of the Andalusis’ dependence on Eastern poetic models of this theme and genre.

111. Ibn Khafāja, Dīwān, 364 (Yā ahla andalusin). See also “Inna li- l- jannati fī- l- andalus” 
(Dīwān Ibn Khafāja, 136 [#88]). For additional illustrations, see Lévi- Provençal, Histoire de 
l’Espagne musulmane, 61–62; and Terés, “Textos poéticos,” 292–295.

112. Ibn Khaldūn, al- Muqaddima 1:400; The Muqaddimah 1:179.
113. Al- Saraqusṭī ibn al- Ashtarkūnī, al- Maqāmāt al- luzūmiyya, 418.
114. Monroe, al- Maqāmāt al- luzūmiyya, 46–54.
115. Al- Dhakhīra al- saniyya, trans. (without citation of the Arabic source) Hillenbrand, 

“The Ornament of the World,” 112. Originally published in 1921 by Mohammed Ben Cheneb 
as an anonymous chronicle of Marīnid rule, and subsequently in 1972 by ‘Abd al- Wahhāb 
Binmanṣūr, the text is now frequently ascribed to the fourteenth- century Marīnid court his-
torian cAlī ibn cAbd Allāh ibn abī Zar‘ al- Fāsī, author of the dynastic chronicle al- Anīs al- 
muṭrib bi- rawḍ al- qirṭās fī akhbār mulūk al- maghrib wa- ta’rīkh madīnat fās, which contains 
passages repeated verbatim from al- Dhakhīra. For a recent study of the entire work, see 
Ramírez del Río, “Al- Ḏajīra al- saniyya.” I have read through both published editions of the 
text without identifying the passage that Hillenbrand cites.

116. Levanoni, “ ‘Aṣabiyya.”
117.  These modern interpretations of Andalusi intellectual history as unique are dis-

cussed below, in the Conclusion.
118. Edwards, “Exile, Self, and Society,” 25.

chapter 4

Notes to epigraphs: Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 73; and Brody- Schirmann, 
Ibn Gabirol: Secular Poems, 47 (#85), v. 46.

1. Levin, Tannim we- khinnor, 96–108, 174–183, 275–299.
2. Kaminsky,  After Exile, xvi.
3. Graetz, History of the Jews, 3:41.
4. G. Cohen, The Book of Tradition, 287. Yerushalmi, “Exile and Expulsion in Jewish 

History,” expresses the opposition in Jewish history by using the terms “exile” and “domicile.”
5. Cohen, Book of Tradition, 287.
6. Ibid., 295–299. The poetic images are drawn from Halevi’s celebrated lyric “My heart 

is in the East and I in the farthest West” (“Libbi ve- mizraḥ wa- anokhi be- sof ma‘arav”), 
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Schirmann, Hebrew Poetry in Spain and Provence [hereafter, HPSP], 2:489 = Yehuda Ha- Levi: 
Poemas, 422 (#114), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 164. The poem “Yefeh nof mesos tevel,” 
Schirmann, HPSP, 2:489 = Yehuda Ha- Levi: Poemas, 430 (#116) represents a closely related 
variation on this theme.

7. E.g., Allony, “The Reaction of Moses ibn Ezra to ‘Abrabiyya,” and “Ha- kuzari: Sefer 
ha- milḥamah be- ‘arabiyya”; and Fleischer, “Yehuda Halevi” and “The Culture of the Jews of 
Spain and Their Poetry According to the Findings of the Geniza.”

8. Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, 1:67–76.
9. For a fuller discussion of his evolving literary identity and the debate among Anda-

lusi Jews as well as Halevi’s modern readers, see Brann, The Compunctious Poet, 84–118.
10. “Namta we- nirdamta we- ḥared qamta,” in Schirmann, HPSP, 2:480 (#202) = Yehuda 

Ha- Levi: Poemas, 318 (#86), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 158.
11. For the most recent and compelling studies of this aspect of Halevi’s thinking and 

experience, see Krinis, God’s Chosen  People; and Scheindlin, The Song of the Distant Dove.
12. Brann, “Judah Halevi.”
13. The penitent poet characterizes himself as asir ta’awah, in “Ṣiyyon ha-lo’ tisha’li,” 

line 5. Schirmann, HPSP, 2:485–489 (#208) = Yehuda Ha- Levi: Poemas, 424–428 (#115), trans. 
Cole, Dream of the Poem, 162–164; and as asir tiqwah, in “Qir’u ‘alei vanot u- mishpaḥot” (line 
2), Schirmann, HPSP 2:503–504 (#214 gimel) = Yehuda Ha- Levi: Poemas, 502 (#133), trans. 
Scheindlin, Song of the Distant Dove, 223–225.

14. Schirmann, HPSP, 2:521–523 (#228) (“Adonai negdekha kol ta’awati,” lines 6–7) = 
Judah ha- Levi, Liturgical Poetry of Rabbi Judah Halevi, 1:78–81 (#32, line 4), trans. Cole, Dream 
of the Poem, 159–160.

15. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 5:391.
16. Ibid., 5:365.
17. See above, Chap. 2, pp. 60–66. In Judah Halevi’s al- Kitāb al- khazarī, 227–228, the 

Khazar king, perhaps like the elite Andalusi Jewish audience that was Halevi’s principal au-
dience, appears satisfied with life in exile and shows no interest in joining the sage in his 
journey to the Land of Israel.

18. Cohen, Book of Tradition, 288.
19. Ibn Ḥazm, al- Fiṣal fī l- milal, 1:245.
20. Ibn Ḥazm’s principal interest in the verse is that it supplies additional evidence of 

the Jews’ corruption- falsification (taḥrīf ) of God’s revelation. On the office of the exilarch 
and its role in the historical imagination of the Jews of Sefarad, see below, Chap. 5.

21. Scheindlin, The Gazelle, 36; and Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 169.
22. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:64–65 (#12), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 31–32.
23. “Ahah yarad ‘al sefarad,” in Abraham ibn Ezra Reader, 102, line 37, trans. Cole, 

Dream of the Poem, 181–182. The episode occasioned an oft- imitated dirge by Abraham ibn 
Ezra. In this classical exercise of “reflective nostalgia,”  after the fashion of Arabic city ele-
gies, the poet bundles a literary response to the tribulations of Seville, Córdoba, Jaén, and 
Almería, together with the concurrent ordeals sufered by the Maghribi communities 
Dar‘a, Sijilmassa, Tlemcen, Ceuta, Meknes, and Fez. Elsewhere, Brann, “Constructions of 
Exile in Hispano- Hebrew and Hispano- Arabic Elegies,” 53–54, I have ofered a reading of 
Ibn Ezra’s lyric alongside al- Rundī’s Arabic elegy studied in Chap. 3 and shown how the 
former spiritualizes the Andalusi and Maghribi Jews’ sense of home and homelessness and 
crosses the bound aries formally separating Arabic- style Hebrew social poetry and Hebrew 
liturgical verse. In style, it stands apart from more traditional and numerous Andalusi 
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Hebrew liturgical gestures lamenting the interminable exile of catholic Israel as well as li-
turgical poems bemoaning specifically Andalusi disasters such as Isaac ibn Ghiyāth’s dirge 
on the death of Joseph ibn al- Naghrīla and the events of 1066 in Granada; Isaac ibn Ghiyāth, 
Poems, 219–220 (#120).

24. Schirmann, HPSP, 2:464 (#187) = Yehuda Ha- Levi: Poemas, 340 (#92).
25. Ibn Ghiyāth, Poems, 182–183 (#87) = Schirmann, HPSP, 2:324–325 (#127), trans. Cole, 

Dream of the Poem, 112–113.
26. Schirmann, HPSP, 2:467 (#192) = Yehuda Ha- Levi: Poemas, 356 (#98), trans. Scheind-

lin, Song of the Distant Dove, 67. See also “Yiṭav be- ‘einekha ne‘im shiri,” Schirmann, HPSP, 
2:523–524 (#230).

27. Judah Halevi’s letter to Samuel ben Ḥanania the Egyptian Nagid, in Yahalom, “The 
Immigration of Rabbi Judah ha- Levi to Eretz Israel in Vision and Riddle,” 44–45.

28. Ar., jumlat bilādinā wa- ma‘nāhā, from the testimony of a personal letter from 1130 
preserved in the Cairo Geniza published by Goitein, “Judeo- Arabic Letters from Spain (Early 
Twelfth  Century),” 341. Scheindlin, Song of the Distant Dove, 15, 255, renders the Arabic phrase 
“the heart and soul of our land,” but the implications for Halevi’s standing in Andalusi 
Jewish society are the same, regardless of which translation is favored.

29. Wasserstein, “A  Family Story.” Wasserstein’s study and some of the historical sec-
tions of chap. 3 in Schirmann- Fleischer, History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 181–256, 
replace  earlier papers by Schirmann, “The Wars of Samuel ha- Nagid,” and “Samuel Han-
agid: The Man, the Soldier, the Politician”; and the somewhat fanciful extended narrative 
pre sen ta tion by Ashtor, Jews of Moslem Spain, 2:158–194.

30. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 69–72; and Cohen, Book of Tradition, 94–101.
31. Samuel the Nagid, Poemas, 1:106–110 (#25).
32. The theme is also taken up by Judah Halevi. See “Elohai mishkenotekha yedidot,” 

Schirmann, HPSP, 2:517 (#223).
33. On which, see above, Chap. 2. See also the Nagid’s “Levavi be- qirbi ḥam,” Schirmann, 

HPSP, 1:112–115 (#32) = Samuel ha- Nagid, Poemas, 1:41–44 (#8), whose fifteen- line introduc-
tion is a lament over Zion’s ruin preceding the transition (lines 15–16) to the poetic descrip-
tion of Granada’s  battle against rebel forces (lines 16–37); and the tehillah “Ha- e‘eṣor naḥalei 
‘einai we- anuḥah,” Samuel ha- Nagid, Poemas, 1:136–141 (lines 1–7) (#31).

34. Some impor tant scholars attach  great significance to the title. See Schirmann- 
Fleischer, History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 200–204. According to Gil, In the King-
dom of Ishmael, 1:197, it was conferred upon Samuel by Hayya Gaon. During the same period 
in the East, it was an  actual office with territorial authority over the Egyptian Jewish com-
munity. See Goitein, Mediterranean Society, 2:23–40; and, in greater detail, M. R. Cohen, 
Jewish Self- Government in Medieval Egypt.

35. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara wa- l- mudhākara, 62 (33a).
36. Ṭabaqāt al- umam, 90, trans. Wasserstein, “Muslims and Golden Age of the Jews,” 

191–192. Aspects of the text and its historical context are also discussed in Brann, Power in 
the Portrayal, 28–36.

37. Lisān al- Dīn ibn al- Khaṭīb, al- Iḥāṭa fī akhbar gharnāṭa, 1:438–439, slightly emended 
from the translation by Schippers, “Literacy, Munificence and Legitimation of Power Dur-
ing the Reign of the Party Kings in Muslim Spain,” 80. This text is also analyzed in Brann, 
Power in the Portrayal, 36–42.

38. BT Avot 4:17.
39. Abraham ibn Daud, Sefer ha- qabbalah, 53–56; and Cohen, Book of Tradition, 71–75.
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40. Sefer ha- qabbalah, 71–72 [Hebrew, 53–55]; and Cohen’s comments, Book of Tradition, 
269–273.

41. Isaac ibn Khalfūn, Poems, 119 (#46), 130–133 (#49), and 133–134 (#50), among  others. 
Ibn Khalfūn’s poems to the Nagid are not uniformly poems of praise. According to the po-
etry, their relationship was complicated. For five of the Nagid’s poems to Isaac, see Ibn 
Khalfūn, Poems, 158–171.

42. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:204 (#71), 205–206 (#72).
43. Decter, Dominion Built of Praise.
44. Unlike the Nagid, Ibn Jau and Yequtiel fell victim to court intrigue typical of the 

period. See Wasserstein, “Ibn Jaw, Jacob.” For Yequtiel ibn Ḥasan, see Schirmann- Fleischer, 
History of Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, 273–278. I deliberately avoid mentioning high- 
ranking Jewish officials who may or may not have converted to Islam, such as Abū l- Faḍl 
Ḥasdai ibn Yūsuf, on which, see Stroumsa, “Between Acculturation and Conversion in Is-
lamic Spain.”

45. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:172–175 (#54), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 71–73.
46. Brody- Schimrann, Ibn Gabirol: Secular Poems, 73 [126], ll. 52–53.
47. “Tehillat el be- rosh kol tehillot,” Brody- Schirmann, Ibn Gabirol: Secular Poems, 46 

(#85), ll. 43–51.
48. Alfonso, Islamic Culture Through Jewish Eyes, 40, identifies Ibn Gabirol’s praise of 

the Nagid as a parallel to Ibn Ḥazm’s famous lyric juxtaposing his western “rise” opposite 
the eastern sunrise (discussed above, Chap. 3).

49. For discussion of  these lyr ics and additional illustrations of poems praising Samuel 
the Nagid and other figures while designating Sefarad as the cultural center and other lands 
the periphery, see Kfir, A  Matter of Geography, 11–36. Kfir engages literary- historical study 
spanning three centuries of the dynamic relationship of post- Andalusi Hebrew lit er a ture, es-
pecially in thirteenth- century Provence, to its “classical” tenth-  through mid- twelfth- 
century Andalusi model. He dissects the critical notions of “center,” “periphery,” and 
“de- territorialization,” especially significant since the Jewish authors live in dif er ent lands 
but think of themselves as connected by language, religion, and history. The theoretical 
importance that Kfir attaches to the hegemonic function of the notion of the Andalusi “cen-
ter” obliged him to consider other “peripheries,” such as Egypt, Iraq, and Italy, that had to 
wrestle with the canonical status projected by the Andalusi poets.

50. Samuel ha- Nagid, Dīwān [Ben Tehillim], 91 (#27, line 44), 209 (#63, line 16), 229 (#83, 
line 3), 231–236 (#85).

51. Ibid., 134–138 (#39).
52. Ibid., 139–142 (#40).
53. To Sahlān: Samuel ha- Nagid, Dīwān [Ben Tehillim], 200–202 (#62).
54. Regarding ‘Eli ben ‘Amram and the Nagid, see Bareket, Eli Ben Amram and His Com-

panions, 60–61, citing Gil, Palestine During the First Muslim Period (634–1099), 1:488–489. For 
‘Eli ben cAmram’s correspondence with Samuel and his extending additional honorifics to 
the Nagid, see Beeri, “ ‘Eli he- ḥaver b. ‘Amram, Hebrew Poet in Egypt,” 282–283.

55. Samuel ha- Nagid, Dīwān [Ben Tehillim], 196–199 (#60–61) = Samuel ha- Nagid, Po-
emas 2:43–46 (#60–61).

56. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:256–260 (#107), a letter and poem in Aramaic to R. Ḥananel; 
to R. Ḥushiel, Schirmann, ibid., 1:153–154 (#46).

57. “Ha- teda‘ et pe‘alai la- ḥakhamim,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:158–160 (#52b) (lines 37–40) 
= Samuel ha- Nagid, Poemas 2:163–166 (#136).
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58. “She‘eh minni ‘amiti wa- ḥaverai,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:109–111 (#31) = Samuel ha- 
Nagid, Poemas 1:37–40 (#7), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 52–53.

59. “Shemu’el qadmah yoshev keruvim,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:120–124 (#37) = Samuel 
ha- Nagid, Poemas 1:76–80 (#18), lines 22–26.

60. Additional texts authored by Andalusi Muslims are studied in Brann, Power in the 
Portrayal, 24–118. On pos si ble expressions of doubt, see the poems mentioned in Brann, Com-
punctious Poet, 55–56, although  these, too, might be conventional in nature.

61. Brann, Compunctious Poet, 39–46.
62. Ibid., 47–58; and Hollander, “Typology and Secular Lit er a ture,” 3–19.
63. “Eloah ‘oz we-el qano’ we- nora’,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:85–92 (#25) = Samuel ha- Nagid, 

Poemas 1:3–14 (#2), trans. Scheindlin, “The  Battle of Alfuente,” 61–69, reads the poem 
(55–61) as an expression of doubt and as a defensive rhetorical apology addressed to Andalusi 
Jews who feared for the repercussions that Samuel’s activities might bring on the Jewish 
community.

64. “She‘eh minni ‘amiti wa- ḥaveri,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:109–11 (#31), line 38 = Samuel 
ha- Nagid, Poemas 1:37–40 (#7), trans. Cole, Dream of the Poem, 52.

65. On this genre in Andalusi Hebrew poetry, see Levin, The Embroidered Coat, 1:150–208.
66. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:78–79 (#21) = Samuel ha- Nagid, Poemas 1:2 (#1).
67. “Ha-li ta‘as be- khol shanah fi‘alim,” Schirmann, HPSP, 1:94–102 (#27) = Samuel ha- 

Nagid, Poemas, 18–28 (#4), lines 64–65.
68. Brody- Schirmann, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Secular Poems, 12–13, trans. (with excep-

tions noted) Cole, Selected Poems of Solomon ibn Gabirol, 85–87.
69. Scheindlin, Gazelle, 42–43. See, e.g., Tanenbaum, The Contemplative Soul, 84–105, 

which studies Ibn Gabirol’s strophic piyyuṭ to the soul “Shabbeḥi nafshi le- ṣureikh,” Solo-
mon ibn Gabirol, Liturgical Poems, 2:537–538.

70. Abstinence and seclusion, expressions of the Arabic topos dhamm al- dunyā, are also 
paired motifs in Ibn Gabirol’s zuhdiyya “Mah tifḥadi nafshi” (Brody- Schirmann, Solomon ibn 
Gabirol, Secular Poems, 128, trans. Cole, Selected Poems of Ibn Gabirol, 105). This lyric is nearly 
a miniature study exercise for the first three thematic units of our poem:

Why are you troubled and frightened, my soul?
 Be still and dwell where you are.
 Since the world to you is small as a hand,
  you  won’t, my storm, get far.

Better than pitching from court to court
 is sitting before the throne of your Lord;
 if you distance yourself from  others you’ll flourish
  and surely see your reward.

If your desire is like a fortified city,
 a siege  will bring it down in time:
 You have no portion  here in this world—
  so wake for the world to come.

71. Schirmann, HPSP, 1:207–210 (#74).
72. Ibid., 1:83–84 (#23) = Samuel ha- Nagid, Poemas 2:58–59 (#67).
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73. For the sources, its popularity, and additional usages in al- Andalus, see Fierro, “Spir-
itual Alienation and Po liti cal Activism.”  Here is how Ibn Bājja (d. ca. 1139), Tadbīr al- 
mutawaḥḥid, 11, defined it: “ These are  those whom the Sufis mean in speaking of ‘strangers’ 
[ghurabā’]  because although they are in their native lands and among their companions and 
neighbors, they are strangers in their views and they journey in their thoughts into other 
levels which are their true native lands,” cited by Ormsby, “Ibn Ḥazm,” 249.

74. The text’s relationship to the Arabic genre zuhdiyya, to Rasā’il ikhwān al- ṣafā’, and 
to Neoplatonic thought in general is especially prominent. On the Neoplatonic thought and 
Ibn Gabirol, see Goodman, Neoplatonism and Jewish Thought; and Leibes, “The Book of Cre-
ation in R. Shelomoh Ibn Gabirol and a Commentary of His Poem ‘I Love You.’ ” On Ibn 
Gabirol and zuhdiyya, see Scheindlin, “Ibn Gabirol’s Religious Poetry and Arabic Zuhd Po-
etry.” Scholarly opinion is divided on the precise dating of the Rasā’il ikhwān al- ṣafā’, but the 
encyclopedia arrived in al- Andalus in the tenth  century. On the Epistles of the Pure Brethren 
and Ibn Gabirol, see Schlanger, La philosophie de Salomon ibn Gabirol, 94–97; and Levin, Mys-
tical Trends in the Poetry of Ibn Gabirol, 137–167.

75. Muḥammad ibn Mukarram ibn Manzūr, Lisān al- ‘arab, 4:2040–2044, identifies one 
of its meanings as well as its dialectical variant saqac as “home”/“land”/“dwelling.” In a per-
sonal communication, Peter Cole told me that he would amend his translation accordingly.

76. Lobel, A Sufi- Jewish Dialogue.
77. Baḥya ibn Paqūda, al- Hidāya ilā farā’iḍ al- qulūb (1998), 121, trans. Mansoor, Book of 

Direction to the Duties of the Heart, 171–172.
78. Lobel, Sufi- Jewish Dialogue, 21–50, examines the philosophical- mystical parallels be-

tween Ibn Gabirol and Ibn Paqūda.
79. In the meditative work Tadbīr al- mutawaḥḥid, Ibn Bājja, like Ibn Gabirol, is princi-

pally concerned with the individual’s intellectual- spiritual contact with the divine. So, too, 
the protagonist of Abraham ibn Ezra’s Ḥay ben Meqiṣ (text in Levin, Abraham ibn Ezra Reader, 
121). This Hebrew adaptation of Ibn Sina’s philosophical allegory, Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān, narrates 
a vertical journey that begins on the same note as Ibn Gabirol’s:

I have abandoned my  house
Walked away from my possessions.
I left my home
My birthplace, my  people.
The sons of my  mother put me in charge
But they did not let me attend to my vineyard.
I arose to travel
In search of tranquility.
My spirit called out for relaxation
My soul demanded peace
I was in need of seclusion.

80. E.g., the poet laments Israel’s exile and pleads for or imagines its eventual 
redemption- restoration in a poetic introduction to the second benediction of the daily 
prayer (“Shallah ruḥakha le- haḥayot giweinu”), Ibn Gabirol, Liturgical Poems, 2:337–338 
(#107). See also Ibn Gabirol’s admonition to the soul (“Nafshi de‘i mah tif ‘ali”), Liturgical 
Poems, 1:291–293 (#88), and counsel to the soul (“Se’i ‘ayin yeḥidati le- ṣureikh”), Liturgical 
Poems, 2:333–334 (#102).
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81. It also reminds us of just how many prominent Andalusi Hebrew poets left al- Andalus 
for the Islamic East (Joseph ibn Abītūr, Isaac ibn Khalfūn, Judah Halevi, Isaac ibn Ezra, and 
Judah al- Ḥarizi).

82. Ibn Ezra represents an outstanding early example of what Wachs, Double Diaspora 
in Sephardic Lit er a ture, deems the “double diaspora” of Sefardi authors.

83. Moses ibn Ezra, Secular Poems, 1:66–67. The poet employs the “prisoner of separa-
tion” (asir peirud) to represent himself in the lyr ics of the last verse (34). Brann, The Com-
punctious Poet, 44–46, discusses the allusive artistry in this poem. Elinson, Looking Back, 
81–115, studies several of Ibn Ezra’s odes for their nostalgic tenor and the ways in which they 
preserve al- Andalus and Sefarad in memory, analogous to the Andalusi Arabic elegies.

84. Moses ibn Ezra, Secular Poems, 1:113–114 (#112), vv. 14, 30–31. Decter, Iberian Jewish 
Lit er a ture, 37, discusses the importance of the opposing spatial meta phors for urbane al- 
Andalus and the uncivilized Christian kingdoms.

85. For the most comprehensive study of Ibn Ezra’s poetry and poetics, see Pagis, Secu-
lar Poetry and Poetic Theory.

86. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 48 (25b–26a). The negative valence of the sec-
ond prooftext is unambiguous. In the  century following Ibn Ezra, Judah al- Ḥarizi, Taḥkemoni 
(18:36–40), in Schirmann, HPSP, 3:133 (#312), would deploy the first of  these prooftexts to 
similar efect; see below, Chap. 5.

87. The most comprehensive study of this work is Dana, Poetics of Medieval Hebrew Lit-
er a ture According to Moshe Ibn Ezra.

88. Decter, Iberian Jewish Lit er a ture, 52–53; Drory, Models and Contacts, 210–215; Sadan, 
“Identity and Inimitability”; and Scheindlin, “Rabbi Moshe Ibn Ezra on the Legitimacy of 
Poetry.”

89. Levin, Abraham ibn Ezra, 23, speaks of Abraham’s “pedagogical urge” to impart the 
Judeo- Arabic heritage and worldview of Sefarad to the Jewish communities of Christian 
Eu rope.

90. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 54–87 (28b–47b). Recall al- Hijārī’s (apud al- 
Maqqarī) nearly identical framing of Andalusi Muslim exceptionalism above in Chapter 3, 
99. Elinson, Looking Back, 130–134, examines the text according to the specifications of the 
Arabic genre.

91. BT ‘Eruvin 53a: Benei yehudah she- hiqpidu ‘al leshonam nitqayyemah toratam be- 
yadam; benei galil she-lo’ hiqpidu ‘al leshonam lo’ nitqayyemah toratam be- yadam. I have in-
serted “Hebrew” in brackets to indicate that this is how Ibn Ezra is reading the Talmudic 
tradition.

92. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 52 (28a). The preeminent Andalusi grammar-
ian of Hebrew, Abū l- Walīd Marwān Jonah ibn Janāḥ, Kitāb al- luma‘, 8, also cites this Tal-
mudic tradition.

93. Elinson, Looking Back, 132.
94. Ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 54–56 (28b–30b). The chapter’s title recalls the first 

chapter of al- Tha‘ālibī’s Yatīmat al- dahr, 1:6, “On the Superiority of the Poets of Syria over 
the Poets of Other Lands” (fī faḍl shu‘arā’ l- shām ‘alā shu‘arā’ sā’ir al- buldān).

95. Hebrew texts from  later twelfth- century authors originating or writing in the Chris-
tian kingdoms but still enamored of the Andalusi Jews’ Judeo- Arabic heritage, e.g., Abra-
ham ibn Ezra, Abraham ibn Daud, and Judah al- Ḥarizi, followed this cultural turn. Their 
cultural self- definition was portable, as long as they nurtured its aesthetic, literary, intel-
lectual, and scientific values in Arabic and in Arabic- to- Hebrew translation.
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96. Moses ibn Ezra, Kitāb al- muḥāḍara, 54–56 (29b–30a). The twelfth– thirteenth- 
century author Judah al- Ḥarizi rehearses Ibn Ezra’s view on the origins of Hebrew poetry in 
al- Andalus. His perspective on Sefardi exceptionalism is discussed below, in Chap. 5.
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