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YEHUDA  HALEVI, who lived more than 900 years ago, was arguably the greatest poet 
Judaism has produced, and one of the world’s great poets. Nextbook Press is pleased 
to make available this collection of 35 poems by Halevi in their original Hebrew, 
alongside masterful translations by renowned essayist, critic, and translator Hillel 
Halkin. Each poem has been annotated by Halkin to offer brief commentary and 
context for a poet who could be intensely erotic, confessional, spiritual, and liturgical, 
often at the same time. 
    This collection of poems is a companion volume to Yehuda Halevi, the magiste-
rial biography written by Halkin and published by Nextbook/Schocken Books in 
2010. In that book, Halkin tells one of the greatest romantic stories in all of Jewish 
history. Halevi was born in Spain at the height of its Golden Age, but though he was 
celebrated as a master of the poetic forms of this most poetic era, enjoying wealth and 
fame as a poet, physician, and sage, in 1140, then in his late sixties, he turned his back 
on Spain and sailed for Crusader-ruled Palestine.
     For hundreds of years, legend had it that Halevi was killed by a Muslim horse-
man at the gates of Jerusalem. Although even today it is not clear how much truth 
there is in this, modern scholarship has revealed that he did die in the land of Israel 
within several months of arriving there. Halkin traces the overlapping strands of 
myth and history, the secular and the sacred, the rootedness of Spain and the un-
quenchable longing for the land of Israel that Halevi braided into his poetry, and that 
Judaism braided into its legend of the poet. We hope readers of this volume will want 
to turn to Halkin’s Yehuda Halevi for a full portrait of the man and his world and its 
meaning. But we are extremely pleased to give readers a chance to encounter Halevi 
purely as a poet, both in the original Hebrew and in the English of a master translator.

Foreword
Jonathan Rosen
Editorial Director

Nextbook, Inc.

http://nextbookpress.com/books/214/yehuda-halevi/
http://nextbookpress.com/books/214/yehuda-halevi/
philidor
Underline
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THE  ENGLISH  TRANSLATIONS of the 35 poems posted below all appear as part of my 
biography of Yehuda Halevi published by Schocken Books and Nextbook in 2010. In 
preparing the book for publication, I had wanted to include the original poems in an 
appendix, so that readers with some knowledge of Hebrew could read them with the 
help of the English and have a better idea of both what Yehuda Halevi and I had done. 
Unfortunately, this proved impractical. I am therefore grateful to Nextbook for mak-
ing possible on the Internet what could not be done in print.
    A few, brief words on technical matters for those who are interested:
    Translating Hispano-Hebrew poetry into English is in some respects a more dif-
ficult task than translating French, German, or Russian poetry. This is because, of its 
two main formal characteristics, Arabic-style mono-rhyme and Arabic-style quantita-
tive meter, the first is rarely reproducible in English and the second never is.
    Mono-rhyme—the repetition of a single rhyming syllable throughout a poem, no 
matter how long it is—is possible in Hebrew and Arabic because both languages have 
numerous stressed grammatical suffixes that can be rhymed line after line. An example 
of this is Poem 10, “A Lament For Moshe ibn Ezra,” in which the last word of every one 
of the poem’s 34 Hebrew lines has the masculine plural ending –im. (A line in most 
Hispano-Hebrew poems was a distich numbering between 20 and 30 syllables and  
divided into two equal hemistichs. Because the Hebrew texts in this selection were 
taken from different anthologies, some poems appear with longer, distich-length lines 
and some with the shorter, hemistich-length ones into which their editors divided 
them.)  In English, on the other hand, grammatical suffixes like “–s,” “–ing,” and “–ed” 
are unstressed and do not rhyme. 
    To be sure, Arabic-style mono-rhyming in Hebrew is not so easy, either, since the 
initial consonant of the rhyming syllable must repeat itself, too; thus, in “A Lament For 
Moshe ibn Ezra,” each line ends in –mim and Halevi had to restrict himself to plurals 
of nouns, verbs, and adjectives having the final Hebrew letter mem. Yet Hebrew has 
large inventories of such words, whereas a mono-rhymed 34-line poem in English is all 
but unimaginable. 
    Although such a rhyme scheme in a Hispano-Hebrew poem, especially a long 
one, may seem monotonous to our ears, its purpose is not the same as that of European 
rhyme. Rather than create a varied pattern of sameness-within-difference that links 
certain lines while separating them from others (as in a sonnet, for instance), it func-
tions like a repetitive drum beat or plucked chord, regularly marking the point where 
one musical phrase ends and the next begins. Nor is the English translator completely 
helpless in the face of it. He can rhyme in some places and not others, or resort to long 
strings of slant-rhymes or unstressed English suffixes that do not rhyme. In different 
translations, I have tried all of these methods. 
    As for Arabic quantitative meter, it depends on a regular alteration of long and 
short syllables, the distinction between which is intrinsic to Arabic phonetics and 
grammar. In point of fact, not only English, but Hebrew as well, recognizes no such 
distinction. Yet in Hispano-Hebrew poetry, starting with the mid-10th century, vow-
els came to be arbitrarily defined as long or short to adapt them to the Arabic system. 
The shva na, h.ataf patah. , h.ataf kamatz, and h.ataf segol, and sometimes the conjunctive 
shuruk, were treated as short; all other vowels, as long. Apart from liturgical verse, 
most Hispano-Hebrew poems of Halevi's age were composed according to this system, 
which no English translation can convey.
    Here, too, however, the English translator is not without recourses. Since, for 
grammatical reasons, Hispano-Hebrew’s “short” syllables are all unstressed, Arabic-
style quantitative meter in Hebrew tends to result in regular patterns of stressed and 
unstressed syllables like those found in English poetry, so that a line of Yehuda Halevi’s 
read aloud is not very different in its metrical effect from, say, a line of John Donne’s. 
In translating Halevi’s poetry, therefore, I have generally fallen back on the common 
English meters. These do not necessarily have the same stressed/unstressed sequences 
as does Halevi’s Hebrew, and I often chose them on the basis of the first line or two of 
a translation to come to mind, instinctively following my ear without noticing where 
it was leading me—but this, after all, is how a great deal of metrical poetry gets writ-
ten. Because medieval Hebrew is a more highly inflected and compact language than 
English, I also usually turned the hemistiches of Halevi’s Hebrew into separate lines of 
English. In some cases, I broke Halevi’s verse into separate stanzas in places where he 
did not have them.  
    Hispano-Hebrew poets did not punctuate their work; all the punctuation marks 
in this selection of poems have been added for intelligibility either by myself or by 
other anthologists.  Nor did the poets of Halevi’s time give titles to their poems, which 
were known to their readers and to posterity by their first words or line. In some cases, 
I have followed this practice in English. In others, I have given poems titles of my own.
    In short, in translating these poems I have not followed any one strategy. Each 
poem was a challenge in its own right and I sometimes responded to similar challenges 
in different ways. Like all Hispano-Hebrew poets, Halevi was extremely fond of puns, 
complicated wordplay, and alliteration, and I have sought to represent these aspects of 
his verse, too—although, again, not always on a direct basis: an alliterative cluster of 
words in one of his lines may have been transferred by me to another, a play on words 
that I could not capture where it occurred may have had a different one substituted for 
it further on.  
    Like all great poets, Yehuda Halevi is translatable, but like all great poets, too, he 
is a greater poet in his own language. I hope the 35 poems appearing below in Hebrew 
and English will convince the reader of both these truths. 

Introduction
Hillel Halkin

Translator & Annotator



I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I

R 1 S

בְּ� אָעִיר זְמִרוֹת
The Poet Thanks an Admirer for a Jug of Wine 

I shall sing your praise all my days
For the nectar you sent for my lips. 
Brother Jug joins in my lays,
And from him I won’t cease my sips

Even though all my friends say, “Come, come!
How much longer will you play the rake?” 

“What?” I’ll reply. “I have Gilead’s balm
And shan’t drink to cure every ache? 

“I’m too young to put down the cup
I’ve only begun to pick up. To and for 
What end should I stop
When my years are not yet two and four?”

Although not necessarily the earliest 
poem of Halevi’s to have come down 
to us, this is the earliest that is datable, 
written, as its last, punning stanza in-
forms us, when the poet was not yet 24. 
(In Hebrew, the pun is on the word kad, 
“jug,” whose two letters kaf and dalet 
have the numerical value of 20 and four.) 
This does not, of course, mean that he 
was 23, as he could have been quite a 
few years younger. In any event, he was 
sitting, so it would seem, in a tavern 
with friends when an admirer sent over 
a jug of wine, to which he replied with 
some improvised verse.
  “The Poet Thanks an Admirer” is writ-
ten in five mono-rhymed distichs, each 
composed of two 11-syllable hemistichs. 
Its meter, known in Hebrew as the 
m’rubeh, is short-long-long-long, short-
long-long-long, short-long-long. As was 
customary in mono-rhymed poems, the 
rhyming syllable is introduced by the in-
ternal rhyme of y’motai and s’fatai in the 
first distich. The poem’s 10 hemistichs 
have been rearranged in my translation 
as the 12 lines of three predominantly 
anapestic, ABAB-rhymed English qua-
trains.

בְּ� אָעִיר זְמִרוֹת כָּל יְמוֹתַי וּבַעְסִיסְ� אֲשֶׁר מָצוּ שְׂפָתָי,
וְאָחִי אֶקְרְאָה אֶל כַּד שְׁלַחְתּוֹ וּמִפִּיו אֶטְעֲמָה טוּב מִגְדְּנוֹתָי,

עֲדֵי רֵעַי חֲשָׁבוּנִי לְסוֹבֵא וְעֵקֶב זאֹת שְׁאֵלוּנִי “לְמָתַי?”
עֲנִיתִים, “אֵי� צְרִי גִלְעָד לְנֶגְדִּי– וְ�א אֶשְׁתֶּה לְרַפֵּא מַחֲלוֹתָי?
ד שְׁנוֹתַי!” וְאֵיכָה אֶמְאֲסָה בַכַד עֲדֶנָה– וְעוֹד �א נָגְעוּ עַד כַּ“
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As an aspiring young poet, Yehuda 
Halevi left the Christian north of Spain 
in which he was born for the Muslim 
south, with its more lively and sophis-
ticated literary culture. There, in Anda-
lusia, the great Hispano-Hebrew poet 
and critic Moshe ibn Ezra (1055–1135) 
was his first and most important literary 
patron. Ibn Ezra belonged to a wealthy 
and prominent family in Granada, but 
following the Almoravid conquest of 
that city in 1090, which took place 
when Halevi was in his teens, he was 
driven into exile in northern Spain. In 
this poem of farewell, Halevi calls him 
“Beacon of the West” because Andalusia 
was at the western end of the medieval 
Muslim world. To reach Christian terri-
tory, Ibn Ezra would have had to cross 
its high mountains to the Castilian pla-
teau. These are refigured in the poem 
as Mount Hermon, the Land of Israel’s 
tallest peak, and lowly Mount Gilboa, 
cursed with barrenness by the biblical 
David, the two symbolizing the more 
cultivated Spanish south and the less 
lettered north. 		
  Like “The Poet Thanks an Admirer,” 
“To Moshe ibn Ezra” consists of five 
distichs, which have the mono-rhyme 
of –o’a. Its meter, known as the shalem, 
is long-long-short-long, long-long-short-
long. long-long-long. The m’rubeh and 
the shalem were the two meters most 
favored by Halevi, who wrote a high per-
centage of his poems in them. The meter 
of the translation is that old English 
mainstay, iambic pentameter, and I have 
used similarly ending half-rhymes (“rest,” 
“last,” “crossed,” “against,” “West,” “cast”) 
in six of the translation’s ten lines.

R 2 S

אֵי� אַחֲרֶי� אֶמְצְאָה מַרְגּוֹעַ?
 To Moshe ibn Ezra, On His Leaving Andalusia 

Where, now that you are gone, will I find rest?
When you departed, with you went all hearts, 
And had they not believed you would return,
The day you left them would have been their last.
Be my witnesses, wild mountains that you crossed,
That heaven’s rains are scant when set against
My wealth of tears. Beacon of the West, 
Be again our seal and coat-of-arms!
What will you do, O peerless tongue, among the dumb,
Like Hermon’s dew on bare Gilboa cast?

אֵי� אַחֲרֶי� אֶמְצְאָה מַרְגּוֹעַ?
תָּנַע וְהַלֵּב עִמְּ� יִנּוֹעַ.

לוּלֵי לְבָבוֹת יִחֲלוּ יוֹם שׁוּבְ�
אָז יוֹם פְּרִידָהתַּ מְנוּ לִגְ�עַ.

הֵן הַרְרֵי בֶתֶר יְעִידון כִּי מְטַר
שַׁחַק מְאדֹ כִּילַי וְדִמְעִי שׁוֹעַ.

נֵר מַעֲרָבִי שׁוּב לְמַעְרָבָ�, הֶיֵה
חוֹתָם עֲלֵי כָל לֵב וְכָל אֶזְרוֹעַ!

שָׂפָה בְרוּרָה, מַה לְ� אֶל עִלְּגִים,
אוֹ מַה לְטַל חֶרְמוֹן אֱלֵי גִלְבּוֹעַ?
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The earth’s an infant, sucking at the breast 
Of winter’s showers, the clouds her wet nurse—
Or better yet, a maiden, long kept indoors by cold,
Who longed for love. Now, the warm days here,
Her pining heart is healed. Coquettishly, 
She stepped outside today in a new dress, 
White-trimmed with gold embroidery,
Long skirt spread wide. Yet every day
She wears a different pattern of wild flowers: 
Now pink, now turquoise, now a pearly pale,
Now blushing red as though kissed by a lover. 
So glorious a garland must have been
Stolen by her from the stars in heaven!

Come, then, let us picnic on her greensward 
With the passionate daughters of the vine!
(Chilly to the touch, they’re inward fire,
Hot with sunshine hoarded in a pot 
And poured from there into the finest crystal.)
We’ll greet the dawn in a tree-shaded park,
Whose boughs weep softly from a last 
  spring rain,
As through her tears she smiles and wipes away
The drops that fall like beads of glass unstrung,
Rejoicing with the vine’s juice and the jays
And murmuring doves, and fluttering gaily, 
Like a dancing girl, behind a veil of leaves. 

I fain would rise at such a sunrise to a breeze
That brings embraces from a dearest friend!
Let it play around the myrtle’s branches
And bear their scent to cherished hearts afar 
While palm trees clap their hands at the 
  birds’ song,
So that they wave and bow to Yitzhak,                                        
Whose name means laughter and with whom 
  all laugh.

“It is a godly jest,” the whole world says, 
“To put the All in thrall to just one man!”
And I reply: Refute me if you can,
But Yitzhak’s glory cannot be denied.
Although no ordinary grandee is all good
Without a modicum of bad, in him
Not a smatter of the latter’s to be had. 
My ears are gladdened when, thinking of him,
I hear his name; think then how seeing him
Would double and redouble my acclaim!

For you, Don Isaac, my voice flows in pure verse,
The pursuance of your praises my life’s pledge.
Yet how win the race to add to these
When you are surrounded by such honors? 
All the virtues have pitched camp in you, 
And your wisdom rallies their joint forces;
Drinking deeply from discernment’s sources,
You plumb the mysteries of things unseen,
Whose knowledge nests and frolics in your being.
Go forth and multiply, and give your progeny
The spirit of your generosity,
And may their sons and son’s sons have more sons
On whom God’s grace rains down its benisons!

R 3 S

אֶרֶץ כְּיַלְדָּה הָיְתָה יוֹנֶקֶת
To Yitzhak ibn el-Yatom 

אֶרֶץ כְּיַלְדָּה הָיְתָה יוֹנֶקֶת
גִּשְׁמֵי סְתָו אֶתְמוֹל וְעָב מֵינֶקֶת,
לוּאָה בַסְּתָו, אוֹ הָיְתָה כַלָּה כְּ

נַפְשַׁהּ לְעִתּוֹת אַהֲבָה שׁוֹקֶקֶת,
חָשְׁקָה לְעֵת דּוֹדִים עֲדֵי נָגַע זְמַן

קַיִץ וּבוֹ נִרְפָּא לְבַב חשֶֹׁקֶת.
בִּלְבוּשׁ עֲרוּגַת פָּז וְרִקְמַת שֵׁשׁ כְּבַת

לְבוּשׁ וּמִתְפַּנֶּקֶת, מִתְעַנְּגָה בִּ
כָּל יוֹם חֲלִיפוֹת הָרְקָמוֹתתַּ חֲלִיף

וּלְכָל סְבִיבֶיהָ כְּסוּת חלֶֹקֶת.
מִיּוֹם לְיוֹם עֵינֵי צְמָחִיםתַּ הֲפֹ�,
עֵין דַּר לְעֵין אדֶֹם וְעֵין בָּרֶקֶת,

תַּלְבִּין וְתוֹרִיק עֵת וְגַם עֵתתַּ אֲדִּים
תִּמְשִׁיל צְבִיָּה אהֲֹבָהּ נשֶֹׁקֶת.
יָפוּ פְרָחֶיהָ מְאדֹ עַד אֶחֱשׁוֹב
כִּי כוֹכְבֵי אֵל הָיְתָה עשֶֹׁקֶת.

פַּרְדֵּס שְׁלָחֶיהָ שְׁחַרְנוּהוּ בְּבַת
גֶּפֶן בְּרִשְׁפֵּי אַהֲבָה הַנִשֶּׁקֶת,

קָרָה כְּקרֹ שֶׁלֶג בְּיַד תּפְֹשָׂהּ אֲבָל
בֵּינוֹת קְרָבָיו הִיא כְאֵשׁ דּוֹלֶקֶת.
מִתּוֹ� כְּלִי חֶרֶשׂ כְּחֶרֶסתַּ עֲלֶה
נַגִּישׁ כְּלֵי שׁהַֹם וְהִיא מוּצֶקֶת,

בָּהּ נַהֲ��תַּ חַת צְלָלִים עַל סְבִיב
גַּנָּהּ לְבִכְיַת הָרְבִיב שׂחֶֹקֶת.

תִּשְׂמַח וְדִמְעַת עָב בְּפָנֶיהָ רְסִיס
כִּזְרקֹ בְּדוֹלַח מֵעֲנָק זוֹרֶקֶת;

תָּשִׂישׂ עֲלֵי קוֹל סִיס כְּעַל עָסִיס וְקוֹל
יוֹנָה מְנַהֶגֶת וְסוֹד מַמְתֶּקֶת;

תָּרןֹ בְּעַד עָלֶה כְּרןֹ עַלְמָה בְּעַד
מָסָ� וְרקֶֹדֶת וּמִשְׁתַּקְשֶׁקֶת.

נַפְשִׁי לְרוּחַ הַשְּׁחָרִים שִׁחֲרָה
כִּי בָהּ לְרֵיחַ הַיְדִיד חבֶֹקֶת.
רוּחַ מְשַׂחֶקֶת וְתָנִיף הַהֲדַס

רֵיחוֹ לְחשְֹׁקִים רָחֲקוּ מַרְחֶקֶת,
וּסְעִיף הֲדַס יִגְאֶה וְיִכָּפֵל וְכַף
תָּמָר בְּרןֹ צִפּוֹר לְכַף סוֹפֶקֶת,
מִתְנוֹפְפָה מִשְׁתַּחֲוָה נֶגֶד פְּנֵי
יִצְחָק וְתֵבֵל עִם שְׁמוֹ צחֶֹקֶת.

תאֹמַר, “הֲ�א עָשָׂה אֱלהיִֹם לִי צְחוֹק
כִּי בַעֲבתֹ יִצְחָק אֲנִי מֻחְזֶקֶת!”

אמַֹר: וְאֵין מֵשִׁיב אֲמָרַי עַל שְׁבַח
הוֹדוֹ וְאזֶֹן שָׁמְעָה מַצְדֶּקֶת.

שֵׁם כָּל נְדִיבִים נֶחֱלַק אֶל טוֹב וְרַע–
אָכֵן שְׁמוֹ רַק טוֹב בְּלִי מַחְלֶקֶת!
מַה נָעֲמָה אָזְנִי בְשִׁמְעוֹ כַּאֲשֶׁר

נַפְשִׁי בְזִכְרוֹ הָיְתָה עוֹסֶקֶת,
חֲזוֹתָהּ אֶת דְּמוּתוֹ יָסְפָה אַ� בַּ
שֶׁבַח וְכִפְלַיִם לְשִׁיר מַעְתֶּקֶת!
בָּ� הַגְּבִיר יִצְחָק לְשׁוֹנִי תַעֲנֶה

צַחוֹת וְשִׁירתַּ חְבִּיר וְ�א מַפְסֶקֶת,
כִּי אֶכְרְתָה עִמָּ� יְמֵי חַיַּי בְּרִית

מִמַּהֲלָלְ� בַּל תְּהִי שׁתֶֹקֶת.
מַה זאֹת אֲקַדֵּם מִשְּׁבָחֶי� וְהֵן

נַפְשָׁ� בְכָל מִינֵי יְקָר מֻדְבֶּקֶת?
בָּ� הַנְּדִיבוֹת אָהֳלֵיהֶם תָּקְעוּ
וּלְ� תְּבוּנָה מַחֲנֶה מַזְעֶקֶת.

נַפְשָׁ� בְּדוֹדֵי הַתְּבוּנָה רָוְתָה
וּלְתַעֲלֻמָה אַחֲרִית בּוֹדֶקֶת,

כִּי מָצְאָה קֵן לָהּ בְּלִבָּ� וַתְּהִי
מִשְׁתַּעְשְׁעָה עִמָּ� וּמִתְרַפֶּקֶת.
לָכֵן פְּרֵה וּרְבֵה וְהַנְחֵל זַרְעֲ�
רוּחַ נְדִיבָה לָ� וְיָד מַעְנֶקֶת,
וּרְאֵה בְנֵי בָנִים לְבָנֶי� וְעָב
חֶסֶד עֲלֵיהֶם תִּהְיֶה יוֹצֶקֶת.

A wealthy Andalusian Jew, Yitzhak ibn 
el-Yatom was a patron of Yehuda  
Halevi’s in the period following Moshe 
ibn Ezra’s banishment from Andalusia. 
Hispano-Hebrew poets were expected 
to praise their patrons lavishly in verse, 
and not all of the flattery in this poem 
need be assumed to have been sincere. 
Yet it is marvelously well-crafted flat-
tery, written in an Arabic form known 
as the qasida, a longish poem that 
begins with a secondary theme—here, 
a description of a flower-strewn An-
dalusian spring morning into which a 
group of early-rising picnickers ventures 
with a hamper of wine. Only when this 
scene has been fully developed does 
the poet introduce his main theme, 
the extolling of “the dearest friend,” Ibn 
el-Yatom, whose first name of Yitzhak, 
like that of the biblical patriarch, means 
“he laughs.”
   The Hebrew is mono-rhymed. Apart 
from a few places, such as the poem’s 
closing lines, my translation foregoes 
rhyming.
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In addition to the financial support of 
patrons, the young Halevi made a liv-
ing by writing verse to order for occa-
sions like weddings and funerals. Only 
three distichs long, this little poem was 
composed for the tombstone of an 
unknown “grandee.” Its lovely music 
depends equally on its mono-rhyme of 
–kham and its repetition of key words 
(e.g., hafakham, r’gavim, b’tokham) at 
the end and beginning of consecutive 
lines, causing it to double back on itself 
each time that it also moves forward.

Does the tear know whose cheek it runs down,
Or the heart by whom it is turned?		
It turns to its light that is now in the ground,
And the ground knows not who has returned.
Returned is a grandee of our town, 
A man who feared God and was upright and learned.

הֲיֵדְעוּ הַדְּמָעוֹת מִי שְׁפָכָם
וְיֵדְעוּ הַלְּבָבוֹת מִי הֲפָכָם?

הֲפָכָם בּוֹא מְאוֹרָם תּוֹ� רְגָבִים
וְ�א יֵדְעוּ רְגָבִים מַה בְּתוֹכָם.
בְּתוֹכָם שַׂר וְגָדוֹל, תָּם וְיָשָׁר,
יְרֵא הָאֵל וְאִיש נָבוֹן וְחָכָם.
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הֲיֵדְעוּ הַדְּמָעוֹת מִי שְׁפָכָם
Carved on a Tombstone 
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The identity of the couple whose wed-
ding Halevi celebrated in this poem 
is also unknown. Moving from initial 
humor to ultimate gravity, his poem was 
undoubtedly meant to be read aloud 
to the wedding guests. For all its light 
touch, its final declaration that every 
groom and bride are an Adam and Eve 
illuminating, however briefly, a fallen 
world with new hope is a solemn one.	
  I have translated the poem’s six dis-
tichs as English couplets, each with its 
own rhyme. 

Leave what was and what will be.
Stick to what you plainly see!
			 
Every lad must hunt his lion,
And each lass should keep her eye on
	
Her young man: One look can bag him,
And a single word may snag him.

Yet when to a gem a gem engaged is,
God joins them in a rock of ages

Whose bright rays light up the dark
And of this waste make Eden’s park.

By two such souls we now stand blessed
As though by Levite and by Priest.

עֲזוֹב לִרְאוֹת אֲשֶׁר יִהְיֶה וְהָיָה
וְקַח לָ� מֵאֲשֶׁר תִּרְאֶה רְאִיָּה!

צְבִי יָצוּד בְּעֵינָיו הָאֲרָיוֹת
תְּצוּדֶנּוּ בְעֵינֵיהָ צְבִיָּה,

בְּעַיִן אִם תְּמִיתֶנּוּ וְיָמוּת
וְשָׂפָה אִם תְּחַיֵהוּ וְחָיָה.

שְׁנֵי אַבְנֵי יְקָר הֵמָּה וְהָאֵל
אֲסָפָם לִהְיוֹת אֶבֶן שְׁתִיָּה,

מְאוֹרֵי אוֹר בְּאֶרֶץ מַאֲפֵלְיָה
וְנַהֲרֵי נַחֲלֵי עֵדֶן בְּצִיָּה.

יְקָר נִתְלָה בְּכָבוֹד מִין בְּמִינוֹ
כְּהִתָּלוֹת כְּהֻנָּה בַלְוִיָּה.
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עֲזוֹב לִרְאוֹת אֲשֶׁר יִהְיֶה וְהָיָה
A Wedding Poem
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The subject of this bantering epigram 
may have been a real woman with 
whom the young Halevi conducted a 
disappointing flirtation or simply a pre-
text for a display of wit. “Ofra,” in any 
case, would certainly not have been the 
young lady’s real name. The word means 
“doe” in Hebrew, and stags and does 
were conventional metaphors for male 
and female lovers in the Arabic and  
Hebrew poetry of the age.

Ofra does her laundry in my tears
And dries it in the sunshine she gives off.
She doesn’t have to take it to the trough,
Or wait to hang it till the weather clears.

עָפְרָה תְּכַבֵּס אֶת בְּגָדֶיהָ בְּמֵי
דִּמְעִי וְתִשְׁטָחֵם לְשֶׁמֶשׁ זָהֳרָהּ:

�א שָׁאֲלָה מֵי הָעֲיָנוֹת– עִם שְׁתֵּי
עֵינַי, וְ�א שֶׁמֶשׁ– לְיפִֹי תָאֳרָהּ. 
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עָפְרָה
Ofra
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In their fusing together of the physical 
and the spiritual, their love of fanciful 
conceits, and the playful intricacy of 
their language, the great Hispano- 
Hebrew poets of the 11th and 12th 
centuries have been compared to the 
Metaphysical poets of 17th-century 
England, and my rendition of this 
four-distich poem of Halevi’s may 
make some readers think of Robert 
Herrick or Andrew Marvell. Yet the 
poem, with its metaphor of sexual 
warfare, is equally typical of its place 
and time. Like “Ofra,” it was most 
probably written by Halevi when he 
was in his twenties, prior to the poi-
gnant love affair described in “Why, 
My Darling, Have You Barred All 
News?”

Over this fallen soldier fight your war,
Then make him burn still more as you withdraw.
You have stopped loving me, so cast your spear
And let it strike a heart that doesn’t care.

And yet, my sweet, I deem it not seemly
That I should languish in captivity. 
Reverse your chariot and with one kiss
Convert my sickbed to a bed of bliss!

וּבְאֵשׁ נְדדֹ הָאַהֲבָה הַדְלִיקִי. לִקְרַאת חֲלַל חִשְׁקֵ� קְרָב הַחְזִיקִי,	
וַאְנִי בְּנַפְשִׁי אֶמְאֲסָה– הָרִיקִי! מָאַסְתְּ בִּי עַל־כֵּן תְּרִיקִין לִי חֲנִית,	

קִרְבִי וְרִכְבֵי הַנְּדדֹ הַרְחִיקִי. רַעְיַת צְבִי, �א־טוֹב הֱיוֹת דּוֹדֵ� שְׁבִי,	
וּדְבַשׁ וְחָלָב אהֲֹבֵ� הָנִיקִי. עֶרֶשׂ דְּוָי הִפְכִי לְעֶרֶשׂתַּ עֲנוּג,	
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לִקְרַאת חֲלַל חִשְׁקֵ� קְרָב הַחְזִיקִי
Love’s War 
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Why, my darling, have you barred all news 
From one who aches for you inside the bars of his own ribs?
Surely you know a lover’s thoughts
Care only for the sound of your hellos!
At least, if parting was the fate reserved for us,
You might have lingered till my gaze had left your face.
God knows if there’s a heart caged in these ribs
Or it has fled to join you in your journeys.

O swear by Love that you remember days of embraces
As I remember nights crammed with your kisses,
And that, as through my dreams your likeness passes,
So does mine through yours!
Between us lies a sea of tears I cannot cross,
Yet should you but approach its moaning waves,
They’d part beneath your steps,
And if, though dead, I heard the golden bells
Make music on your skirt, or your voice asking how I was,
I’d send my love to you from the grave’s depths. 

That you have shed my blood, I have two witnesses—
Your lips and cheeks. Don’t say their crimson lies!
What makes you want to be my murderess
When I would only add years to your years? 
You steal the slumber from my eyes,
Which, would it increase your sleep, I’d give you gratis.
My vaporous sighs are stoked by passion’s flames,
And I am battered by your icy floes,
And thus it is that I am caught, alas,
Between fire and the flood, hot coals and cold deluges.
My heart, half sweetness and half bitterness,
Honeyed kisses mixed with hemlock of adieus,
Has been shredded by you into pieces, 
And each piece twisted into curlicues.

Yet picturing your fairness– 
The pearl-and-coral of your teeth and lips;
The sunlight in your face, on which night falls in cloudy tresses;
Your beauty’s veil, which clothes your eyes
As you are clothed by silks and embroideries
(Though none’s the needlework that vies with Nature’s splendor, Nature’s grace)—
Yes, when I think of all the youths and maidens
Who, though freeborn, would rather be your slaves,
And know that even stars and constellations
Are of your sisters and your brothers envious –
Then all I ask of Time’s vast hoard is this:
Your girdled waist, the red thread of those lips
That were my honeycomb, and your two breasts,
In which are hidden myrrh and all good scents. 
	
O would you wore me as a seal upon your arms
As I wear you on mine! May both my hands
Forget their cunning if I forget the days,
My dearest, of our love’s first bliss!
Hard for the heart made vagrant are the memories
Of your ambrosia on my lips–but could I mix
My exhalations with their perfumed essence,	
I would have a way to kiss you always. 
Are women praised for their perfections?
Perfection in you is praised for being yours.
The fields of love have many harvesters– 
And your harvest is bowed down to by their sheaves.
God grant that I may live to drain the lees,
Once more, of your limbs’ sweet elixirs!
Although I cannot hear your voice,
I listen, deep within me, for your footsteps.
O on the day that you revive Love’s fallen legions
Slain by your sword, think of this corpse
Abandoned by its spirit for your travels!
If life, my love, will let you have your wishes,
Tell it you wish to send a friend regards. 
May it bring you to your destinations,
And God return you to your native grounds!
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מַה לָּ� צְבִיָּה, תִּמְנְעִי צִירָיִ� 
Why, My Darling, Have You Barred All News? 

מִדּוֹד, צְלָעָיו מָלְאוּ צִירָיִ�?  מַה לָּ� צְבִיָּה, תִּמְנְעִי צִירָיִ�	
בִּלְתִּי שְׁמעַֹ קוֹל שְׁ�מוֹתָיִ�? �א תֵדְעִי כִּי־אֵין לְדוֹדֵ� מִזְּמָן	
עִמְדִי מְעַט עַד־אֶחֱזֶה פָנָיִ�! אִם הַפְּרִידָה עַל־שְׁנֵינוּ נִגְזְרָה,	

לִבִּי וְאִם יֵלֵ� לְמַסָּעָיִ�. �א אֵדְעָה אִם בֵּין צְלָעַי נֶעֱצַר	
אֶזְכּרֹ אֲנִי לֵילוֹת תְּשׁוּקוֹתָיִ�, חֵי אַהֲבָה! זִכְרִי יְמֵי חִשְׁקֵ�, כְּמוֹ 	
כֵּן אֶעְבְּרָה־נָא בַּחֲלוֹמוֹתָיִ�! כַּאֲשֶׁר דְּמוּתֵ� בַּחֲלוֹמִי יַעֲברֹ,	
גַלָּיו, וְ�א־אוּכַל עֲברֹ אֵלָיִ�, בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ� יָם דְּמָעוֹת יֶהֱמוּ	

אָז נִבְקְעוּ מֵימָיו לְכַף רַגְלָיִ�.  אַ� לוּ פְעָמַיִ� לְעָבְרוֹ קָרְבוּ,	
קוֹל פַּעֲמןֹ זָהָב עֲלֵי שׁוּלָיִ�, לוּ אַחֲרֵי מוֹתִי בְּאָזְנַי יַעֲלֶה	
אֶשְׁאֵל בְּדדַֹיִ� וּבִשְׁלוֹמָיִ�! אוֹ תִשְׁאֲלִי לִשְׁלוֹם יְדִידֵ�– מִשְּׁאוֹל	
עֵדִים: לְחָיַיִ� וְשִׂפְתוֹתָיִ�– אָכֵן עֲלֵי שָׁפְכֵ� דְּמֵי לִבִּי שְׁנֵי	
דָמִי וְעַל־כִּי שָׁפְכוּ יָדָיִ�?! אֵי� תּאֹמְרִי “לאֹ־כֵן” וְהֵם עֵדַי עֲלֵי	

שָׁנִים לְהוֹסִיף עַל־שְׁנֵי חַיָיִ�. מַה־תַּחְפְּצִי מוֹתִי? וְהֵן אֶחְפּץֹ אֲנִי	
אֶתֵּן שְׁנָת עֵינַי לְעַפְעַפָּיִ�! אִם־תִּגְזְלִי נוּמִי בְּלֵיל חִשְׁקִי הֲ�א	

אַבְנֵי לְבָבוֹת שָׁחֲקוּ מֵימָיִ�, מֵימֵי דְמָעוֹת לִחֲכָה אִשֵּׁך וְגַם	
לִבִּי בְדִמְעוֹתַי וְגֶחָלָיִ�! בָּאתִי בְּאֵשׁ חִשְׁקֵ� וּמֵי בִכְיִי, אֲהָהּ,	

ראֹשׁ הַנְּדדֹ וּדְבַשׁ נְשִׁיקוֹתָיִ�, בֵּין מַר וּמָתוֹק יַעֲמדֹ לִבִּי, וְהֵם:	
אתֹוֹ, פְּתִילִם קִצְצוּ יָדָיִ�. אַחֲרֵי דְבָרַיִ� כְּפַחִים רִקְעוּ	

אֶרְאֶה שְׂפָתַיִ� עֲלֵי שִׁנָּיִ�, מַרְאֵה דְמוּת אדֶֹם עֲלֵי סַפִּיר בְּעֵת	
עַל־זָהֳרוֹ– עָבֵי קְּוֻצּוֹתָיִ�; שֶׁמֶשׁ בְּפָנַיִ�, וְלַיִל תִּפְרְשִׂי	
הַחֵן וְהַיפִֹי כְּסוּת עֵינָיִ�, מֶשִׁי וְרִקְמָה הֵם כְּסוֹת גּוּפֵ� אֲבָל	

הַהוֹד וְהַחֶמְדָּה שְׂכִיּוֹתָיִ�; מַשְׂכִּית עֲלָמוֹת מַעֲשֵׁה יְדֵ־אִישׁ, וְאַתְּ־	
לִהְיוֹת כְּאַחַיִ� וְאַחְיוֹתָיִ�, חֶרֶס וְסַהַר, עָשּׁ וְכִימָה קִנְּאוּ	
לִהְיוֹת עֲבָדַיִ� וְשִׁפְחוֹתָיִ�. בָּנִים וּבָנוֹת חָשְׁבוּ, אִם חָפְשׁוּ,	

מִחוּט שְׂפָתַיִּ�, חֲגוֹר מָתְנָיִ�: �א־אֶשְׁאֲלָה מֵהוֹן זְמַן חֶלְקֵי לְבַד	
נִרְדִּי וּמרִֹי בֵּין שְׁנֵי שָׁדָיִ�. יַעְרִי וְדִבְשִׁי בֵּין שְׂפָתַיִ�, כְּמוֹ	

אֶהְיֶה כְּחוֹתָם עַל זְרוֹעוֹתָיִ�: שַׂמְתִּי� כְּחוֹתָם עַל־יְמִינִי, לוּ אֲנִי	
אִם־אֶשְׁכְּחָה אַהֲבַת כְּלוּ�תָיִ�. אֶשְׁכַּח יְמִינִי מִשְּׂמאֹלִי, יַעֲלָה,	

נפֶֹת שְׂפָתִי מִנְּשִׁיקוֹתָיִ�; הֵמַר נְדדֹ לִבִּי בְּזָכְרִי יַעֲרַת	
אוּלַי בְּרֵיחִי אֶשֳּׁקָה אַפָּיִ�! רֵיחִי בְּרֵיחַ מָר־דְּרוֹרֵ� אֶמְהֲלָה,	
בָּ� נִכְבְּדוּ הַיּוֹם תְּהִלּוֹתָיִ�: הִנֵּה כְּבוֹד נָשִׁים תְּהִלָּתָן, וְאַתְּ־	

תִּשְׁתַּחֲוֶיַן לַאֲלֻמּוֹתָיִ�! בִּשְׂדֵה בְנוֹת־חֵשֶׁק אֲלֻמּוֹת אַהֲבָה	
בּשֶֹׂם וּמרֹ מִבֵּין הֲלִיכוֹתָיִ�: מִי־יִתְּנֵנִי אֶחְיֶה עַד־אֶאֱרֶה	
סִתְרֵי לְבָבִי קוֹל צְעָדוֹתָיִ�! �א־אֶשְׁמְעָה קוֹלְ�, אֲבָל אֶשְׁמַע עֲלֵי	
חִשְׁקֵ� וְיוֹם בּוֹ יִחְיוּ מֵתָיִ�, פִּקְדִי, בְּיוֹם פָּקְדֵ� לְחַיּוֹת חַלְלֵי	

נָסְעֵ� בְּצֵאתֵ� יָצְאָה אַחֲרָיִ�. יוֹם	 נַפְשִׁי לְהָשִׁיב אֶל־גְּוִיָּתִי, בְּ
אִם הַזְּמָן יִשְׁאַל שְׁאֵלוֹתָיִ�: בִּשְׁלוֹם יְדִידֵ�, יַעֲלַת־חֵן שַׁאֲלִי	
חֶפְצֵ� וְאֶל־אֶרֶץ מְכֻרוֹתָיִ�! שׁוּבִי, וְצוּרֵנוּ יְשִׁיבֵ� אֶל־מְחוֹז	

This is one of the greatest of Halevi’s 
poems, probably the first written by 
him to earn him a place in the pan-
theon of Hebrew verse. If the women 
in “Ofra” and “Love’s War” were either 
poetic inventions or passing episodes, 
the woman in “Why, My Darling?” was 
real and momentous. She was some-
one Halevi had an intense love affair 
with in the years before his marriage 
and who then, to his anguish, left him 
for a journey from which she sent no 
word of herself. This is all we know 
about her. 
  I have sought to imitate the poem’s 
mono-rhyme of –ayikh, which occurs 
in all of its 39 distichs, by ending each 
of my translation’s 73 lines with an 
“s” sound. Yet not only does this lack 
the musical effect of true rhyme, the 
rhyme it fails to reproduce is inimi-
table. Consisting of the two syllables 
of the second-person singular, femi-
nine, possessive suffix –àyikh, “your,” 
it builds up slowly into a haunted cry 
for the missing loved one. Moreover, 
since it is close in sound to ayèkh, the 
feminine form of “Where are you?,” this 
question repeats itself like a subliminal 
lament at the end of each line.
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Moshe ibn Ezra had three brothers, 
Yehuda, Yitzhak, and Yosef. For a 
while in the early 12th century, all 
four lived in Toledo, the capital of 
Christian Castile, as did Halevi, who 
was practicing medicine there.  
Yehuda was the first of the Ibn Ezras 
to die, and this elegy that Halevi 
wrote for him begins with a pun, 
since hevel, the biblical word for  
“vanity,” is also the Hebrew name 
of the biblical Abel. (Literally, the 
poem’s first Hebrew distich reads, 
“Because it sees that man is hevel/ 
Time turns on him and becomes 
Cain.”) The next-to-last line is a barb 
aimed at Yosef, an official in the Cas-
tilian administration Apparently hav-
ing gone to see him on some matter 
following Yehuda’s death, Halevi was 
told that he was too busy to receive 
him.
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רָאָה זְמָן כִּי הָאֱנוֹשׁ הֶבֶל
On the Death of Yehuda ibn Ezra

Because it sees man is but a vain thing,
Time turns on him. Like Abel killed by Cain,
It lays the splendidest of our sons low
And slays the darlings of our fancy.
Souring our wine until our tears taste sweet,
It has breached the Ibn Ezra’s foursquare lines.
For two of them, now far away, I pine,
And for the days in which they won the palm;
While asking for Yosef I’m told to wait,
And for Yehuda, “He is gone.”

רָאָה זְמָן כִּי הָאֱנוֹשׁ הֶבֶל וְאָז
נֶהְפַ� לְצָר עָלָיו וְהִנּוֹ קָיִן,

בוֹ לַהֲרגֹ בִּבְנֵי יְקָר אַ� שָׁת לְבַָ
וַיַּהֲרגֹ כּלֹ מַחֲמַדֵּי עַיִן.

פָּרָץ תְּמוֹל פֶּרֶץ בְּאַרְבַּעַת בְּנֵי
עֶזְרָא וְהִמְתִּיק הַבְּכִי מִיָיִן.

אֶל הַשְׁנַיִם הָרְחוֹקִים אֶהֱמֶה
כִּי אֶחֱזֶה יָמִים יְנִיפוּן זָיִן;

ה אֶשְׁאַל בְּעַד יוֹסֵף וְיאֹמְרוּ לִי חֲכֵּ
וּבְעַד יְהוּדָה יאֹמְרוּ לִי אָיִן. 
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Wander-life, you are an old friend—
And the River of Tears has flowed for long years. 
Shall I quarrel with fate? But why fault what is fated?
Or with time that goes by? What else should time do!
Like a skein from the spindle it runs straight and true,
As does all made above. This may not be new;
But the world is not new and its laws are writ in God’s hand.
How expect them to change when they all bear His stamp,
And all things run their course and each cause has its cause?
Men are joined in order to part—that’s how differences start,
From which nations are born and the earth is peopled 
  with tribes.   
Nothing is all good or bad; every potion is also a poison, 
And the day cursed as paltry by one man, others praise for 
  its bounty. 
A rich dish is a treat if you’re well, hot coals in your mouth 
  when you’re ill, 
And so black is the sight of the man who is vexed that it 
  darkens all light, 
As my eyes are clouded and wet because Moshe is gone.

The source of all wisdom, his words were pure nuggets 
  of gold!
Our friendship is old; it goes back to when no one 
  harnessed or rode
The wagons of wandering’s road, and my soul
Was unpracticed at parting, and our days were 
  unfractured and whole.
Time bore us separately, but Love, which bore us twins, 
Raised us in her spice garden and suckled us with 
  guzzled wines.
When I think of you, many mountains away (why, 
  just yesterday
You were my pleasure’s peak!), the blood leaves my cheeks
For the tears running down them. I think—and remember 
  the days
That once were. Were we dreaming? What a traitor time is!
It has taken you from me and given me strife-minded men
Who pretend to be friends. The more their manners
Stink like garlic, the more I miss the manna of your speech.
Damn the fools who are so wise in their own eyes
That their own lies they deem the dogmas of true faith,
And my faith sorcery! They sew and reap empty ears and 
  call it grain; 
With the exteriors of fashion they cover up the gems within. 
But I will mine truth’s storerooms for its rarest stones
And rest not till their sheaves bow down to mine. 
“What? And cast my pearls before the swine?”
I’ll say when they come knocking. “Why on seedless soil 
Let fall my rain?” No, all I need from this poor age is what 
  my soul 
Needs from my body: A place to live in while it lasts,
And to abandon when it topples and we leave. 
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יְדַעְנוּ� נְדדֹ מִימֵי עֲלוּמִים
A Lament for Moshe ibn Ezra 

יְדַעְנוּ� נְדדֹ מִימֵי עֲלוּמִים,
וְנַחַל הַבְּכִי נַחַל קְדוּמִים.

הֲרבֹ עִם הַזְּמָן עַל �א חֲטָאָה
וְעִם יָמִים וְאֵין עָוֹן לְיָמִים?

פְּלָכִים הֵם בְּקַו צֶדֶק יְרוּצוּן
וְאֵין נִפְתָּל וְעִקֵּשׁ בַּמְרוֹמִים.
הֲזֶּה חָדָשׁ וְאֵין תֵּבֵל חֲדָשָׁה
וְחֻקֶּיהָ בְּאֶצְבַּע אֵל רְשׁוּמִים,

וְאֵי� יִשְׁנו דְבָרֶיהָ וְכֻלָּם
בְּטַבַּעַת יְמִין עֶלְיוֹן חֲתוּמִים?

וְכָל סִבָּה מְצוּאָה בַמְסִבָּה
וְכָל חָדָשׁ כְּבָר הָיָה פְעָמִים,

וְ�א חֻבַּר אֱנוֹשׁ כִּי אִם לְפֶרֶד
לְהוֹצִיא מִלְאםֹ אֶחָד לְאֻמִּים,
וְלוּלֵא נִפְרְדוּ מֵאָז בְּנֵי אִישׁ

אֲזַי �א מָלְאָה אֶרֶץ עֲמָמִים.
וְיֵשׁ דָּבָר אֲשֶׁר יִיטַב וְיֵרָע
וּבוֹ שִׁקּוּי וְרָקָב לָעֲצָמִים,

בְּהִתְקַצֵּף אֱנוֹשׁ יוֹמוֹ יְקַלֵּל
וְיִקּבֹ אֶת רְגָעָיו הַזְּעוּמִים

וְהוּא הַיּוֹם יְבָרְכוּהוּ אֲחֵרִים
אֲשֶׁר אתֹוֹ יְבַלּוּ בַנְעִימִים.

וְכָל מַאְכָל בְּפִי בָרִיא כְּנפֶֹת
וְהַנּפֶֹת בְּפִי חלֶֹה רְתָמִים,
וְדאֵֹג יֶחְשְׁכוּ אוֹרִים בְּעֵינָיו
וְ�א יִרְאֵם וְהֵם לוֹ נַעֲלָמִים
כְּעֵינַי יוֹם שְׁכןֹ עָנָן עֲלֵיהֶם

לְנדֹ משֶֹׁה וְהֵם ירְֹדוֹת זְרָמִים.
מְקוֹר חָכְמָה אֲשֶׁר אֶמְצָא בְּפִיהוּ

תָמִים. מְקוֹם הַפָּז וּמַחְצַב הַכְּ
יְדִידוּת קָשְׁרָה נַפְשִׁי בְּנַפְשׁוֹ

בְּעוֹד רִכְבֵי נְדדֹ אֵינָם רְתוּמִים,
בְּעוֹד �א נִסְּתָה נַפְשִׁי פְרִידָה

וְאִתָּנוּ בְּנֵי יָמִים שְׁלֵמִים.
יְלָדוּנוּ בְנוֹת יָמִים פְּרֻדִים

וּבַת אַהְבָה יְלָדַתְנוּ תְאוֹמִים,
אֱמֻנִים עַל עֲרוּגַת הַבְּשָׂמִים
רָמִים. ת הַכְּ וְינְֹקֵי שׁדֹ שְׁדֵי בַּ

זְכַרְתִּי� עֲלֵי הָרֵי בְתָרִים;
תְּמוֹל הָיוּ בְּ� הָרֵי בְשָׂמִים,
וְעַפְעַפַּי מְגוֹלָלִים בְּדִמְעָה
וְהַדִּמְעָה מְגוֹלָלָה בְדָמִים!
זְכַרְתִּי� וְנִזְכַּרְתִּי לְיָמִים,
עֲבַרְנוּמ וֹוְהָי וּכַחֲ�מִים.

כָל אִישׁ הֱמִירְ� לִי זְמָן בּגֵֹד בְּ
אֲשֶׁר לִבּוֹ קְרָב וּבְפִיו שְלוֹמִים.
אֲדַבֶּר בָּם וְאִם אֶמְצָא בְפִיהֶם
תְּמוּרַת מַנְּ� חָצִיר וְשׁוּמִים.

חֲמָסִי וְחֲמָתִי עַל פְּתָאִים
אֲשֶׁר הֵמָּה בְּעֵינֵיהֶם חֲכָמִים,

אֲשֶׁר קָרְאוּ לְשִׁקְרֵיהֶם אֱמוּנוֹת
וְקָרְאוּ שֵׁם אֱמוּנָתִי קְסָמִים,
אֲשֶׁר זָרְעוּ וְקָצְרוּ שִׁבֳּלֵיהֶם

וְשָׂמְחוּ בָם וְאִם הֵמָּה צְנֻמִים,
בַר חָכְמָה חֲדָשִׁים וְחִצוֹנֵי דְּ
לְכַסּוֹת הַפְנִינִים הַפְּנִימִים,
וְלִי נֵרוֹת אַחֲפֶּשׂ בָּם חֲדָרָיו

וְאוֹצִיא מִגְּנָזָיו הַלְּשָׁמִים,
וְסָכָל כִּי יְבַקֶּשׁ סוֹד עֲנִיתִיו
עֲלֵי אַף הַחֲזִיר מַה לַנְּזָמִים,

וְאֵי� עַל �א מְקוֹם זֶרַע אֲבַקֵּש
עֲנָנִי לַעֲרףֹ עָלָיו גְּשָׁמִים?
וְצָרְכִּי לַזְּמָן נָקֵל וְנִדְמֶה

מוֹ צרֶֹ� נְשָׁמָה לַגְּשָׁמִים, כְּ
אֲשֶׁר מִדֵּי יְכִילוּהָ תְּחַיֵּם

וְאִם נִלְאוּ עֲזָבָתַם צְלָמִים.

Moshe ibn Ezra left Toledo, under 
unclear circumstances, for a life of 
unhappy wandering in northern Spain. 
(It has been conjectured on the basis 
of a poem of his that he departed 
due to a family rift caused by his fall-
ing in love with his brother Yitzhak’s 
daughter.) Although Halevi himself 
continued to live in Toledo for many 
more years, it was a city whose atmo-
sphere and inhabitants he disliked. He 
never thought of it as a permanent 
home and, prior to developing a de-
termination to settle in the Land of 
Israel, dreamed of returning to Anda-
lusia. This mono-rhymed verse letter 
addressed by him to Moshe ibn Ezra 
is thus a lament for the transiency of 
both their lives. The poet’s mining 
of “truth’s storerooms for its rarest 
stones” is apparently a reference to 
the composition of The Kuzari, Halevi’s 
great intellectual defense of Judaism, 
which he began to work on in his 
Toledan years. 	
  I have not sought to reproduce this 
poem’s monorhyme of –im. Its meter 
is the shalem. I have used a longer 
English line in translating it than I did 
with the same meter in “Why, My 
Darling, Have You Barred All News?”, 
resulting in a mere 41 English lines for 
its 64 Hebrew distichs.



My child!
Had you forgotten the way
To your own home
That your pallbearers strayed 
To the underworld’s gloom,
Leaving me with 
(Since you are not there
To ask how you are) 
A grave’s clods to kiss 
And your memory?
Ah, death has come between you and me.

O daughter torn 
From her mother’s rooms!
What life have I left when,
Shaped from my soul,
She makes my tears flow
Like a spring from split stone? 
How can she be so changed,
Once white as the moon, 
That she now wears the earth
As her bridal gown,                      
Its sod the sweets
Of her wedding feast?
Bitter is my own misery,
For death has come between you and me.

Plucked like a flower
Before her time, 
She always will be
Before my eyes 
Like a frontlet.
Yet were I to cry
Whole rivers for her, 
Still she would lie,
A fallen star
In a wormy pit, 
Deep-sepulchered,
Earth-bonneted. 
My child, there is no clemency,
For death has come between you and me.

Languishing, 
Her mother’s voice,
Bereft, I hear.
(Ah, let her be!
She too grieves bitterly.
Death scaled her walls,
And pierced her side,
And drove her pride
From its abode,
And turned her joy 
Into a dirge
The day it ripped 
The vine she planted
From her heart.)

“What good, my child,  
Does it to cry your name?
Your ears are deaf
And you are silenced utterly,
For death has come between you and me.

Alas, my child, 
You have laid me low!”
“O mother, O!
You should not have had me
If you meant to spurn me,
And when my turn came
To Death’s minion to wed me, 
And with dirt to wreathe me
And cruelly lead me
Under doom’s canopy.
Yet in truth you did not do it willingly,
For death has come between you and me.”

May He
Whose judgments 
None repeal
Unseal your bonds                     
And heal your sleep
With angels’ song,
And be not wroth
With His own flock
And stop the plague
That He sent forth,
And comfort every heart
For what it lost!
And may you wake
On the Last Day,
To light like dew, 
And rise in the arms of His mercy,
For death has come between you and me. 
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הָהּ בִּתִּי הֲשָׁכַחַתְּ מִשְׁכָּנֵ�
On the Death of a Daughter 
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In purely formal terms, this moving 
elegy written by Halevi for a teenage 
girl of marriageable age who died in an 
epidemic is unusual. Divided into six 
stanzas ranging from six to nine lines, 
each with its own separate mono-
rhyme but all ending with the same 
refrain, it is written not in Arabic-style 
meter but according to the older He-
brew system of counting stressed syl-
lables alone—in this case, four to the 
line. Three different voices speak in it: 
the dead girl’s father’s, her mother’s, 
and her own. Each utters the refrain, 
which is taken from the Book of Ruth, 
where Ruth tells her mother-in-law 
Naomi: “Where thou diest I will die, 
and there will I be buried. May the Lord 
do unto me accordingly if aught but 
death come between you and me.”
  In all the biographical accounts of 
him, Halevi is mentioned as having 
had a single daughter, who bore him 
at least one grandson. The possibility 
that this poem is about the death of a 
second daughter, and that he himself 
is the speaker in it, has never been 
raised. Yet I believe that this was the 
case, and that a third child, a small boy, 
was probably mourned by him in yet 
another poem that he wrote.

הָהּ בִּתִּי הֲשָׁכַחַתְּ מִשְׁכָּנֵ�
כִּי לִשְׁאוֹל נָסְעוּ נשְֹׂאֵי אֲרוֹנֵ�? 

וְאֵין חֶלְקִי מִמֵּ� רַק זִכְרוֹנֵ�,
וַאֲחוֹנֵן אֶת עַפְרוֹת צִיּוּנֵ�

עֵת אָסוּר לִשְׁאלֹ שְׁלוֹמֵ� וְאֵינֵ�,
כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�.

בַּת מוּצֵאת מֵחֶדֶר הוֹרָתָהּ,
אֵי� אֶחְיֶה וּמִנַפְשִׁי גִזְרָתָהּ?

ע עֵת אֶרְאֶה צוּרָתָהּ! צוּר אֲבַקַּ
אֵי� תִשְׁנֶה לְבָנָה מֵהַדְרָתָהּ

שָׁם בִּשְׁאוֹל אֶרְאֶה יוֹם חֲתֻנָּתָהּ?
אֵי� תָּשִׂים גּוּשׁ עָפָר חֻפָּתָהּ

וְאֵי� מָתְקוּ לָהּ רִגְבֵי קְבוּרָתָהּ?
מַר לִי מָר בִּתִּי עַל־חֶסְרוֹנֵ�,
כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�.

שׁוֹשַׁנָּה בְּ�א עִתָּהּ נִקְטֶפֶת
אֲשֶׁר צַלְמָהּ בֵּין עֵינַי טטֶֹפֶת,

אֵי� דִּמְעָה כַּנָּהָר שׁטֶֹפֶת,
אֵי� בַּת עָשׁ בְּחֵיק עָפָר נֶאֱסֶפֶת,

וְאֵי� חַמָּה בְּרִמָּה מִתְעַלֶּפֶת,
וְחֶבְלֵי שְׁאוֹל עַל ראֹשָׁהּ מִצְנֶפֶת?

הָהּ בִּתִּי אֵין דָּן לְמָזוֹר דִּינֵ�,
כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�.

קוֹל כְּחוֹלָה שָׁמַעְתִּי לְאֵם שְׁכוּלָה.
הַרְפֵּה לָהּ כִּי נַפְשָׁהּ מָרָה לָהּ,

כִּי מָוֶת בְּחַלּוֹנֶיהָ עָלָה.
עִם גִּזְרַת כְּבֵדָהּ כְּבוֹדָהּ גָּלָה,

וַיַהֲפֹ� שִׂמְחָתָהּ לְילָלָה
יוֹם נֶעְקְרָה גֶפֶן בַּלֵּב שְׁתוּלָה.
“מָה אֶזְעַק בִּתִּי וְאָזְנֵ� עֲרֵלָה,

וְלַעֲנוֹתִי מִלָּה אֵין בִּלְשׁוֹנֵ�,
כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�.

הָה בִּתִּי הַכְרַע הִכְרַעְתִּנִי!”
“אוֹי אִמִּי אוֹי לִי כִּי יְלִדְתִּנִי

אַ� הַיּוֹם אֵי� מָאוֹס מְאַסְתִּנִי,
כִי לִבְכוֹר מָוֶת גִּדַּלְתִּנִי,

בְהַגִיעַ תּרֹ לְנַפְשִׁי שְׁלַחְתִּנִי
וּבַעֲטֶרֶת עָפָר עִטַּרְתִּנִי,

וּבְחֻפַּת אֲבַדּוֹן הוֹשַׁבְתִּנִי.
בְעַל כּרְחֵ� אֱמֶת כִּי �א בִרְצוֹנֵ�,

כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�.”

הַגּזֵֹר וְאֵין מֵפֵר גְּזֵרוֹתָיו
אֶת חֶבְלֵ� יַפִּיל בִּנְעִימוֹתָיו

וְרַב מִהְיוֹת קִצְפּוֹ עַל צִבְאוֹתָיו. 
יִנָּחֵם וְיַעְצרֹ מַגֵּפוֹתָיו,

וִיְנַחֵם לֵבָב מִקּוֹרוֹתָיו.
לְקֵץ יָמִין יְקִיצֵ� בְּטַל אוֹרוֹתָיו;

גָּם יִתְמֹ� בִּימִין צִדְקוֹ יְמִינֵ�,
כִּי הַמָּוֶת יַפְרִיד בֵּינִי וּבֵינֵ�. 



I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

Hispano-Hebrew poets sometimes 
signed their work by weaving their 
names into it. The initial letters of 
each stanza of this poem spell “Yehu-
da.” One of Halevi’s most anthologized 
poems, “Lord, Where Will I Find You?” 
deals with a central concern of his reli-
gious sensibility: the paradox of a tran-
scendent and unknowable God who is 
nevertheless present in this world and 
“closer to man than his own skin and 
bone.” The “Creator of All” is the same 
God who was present in the Ark of 
the Covenant in the room of the Holy 
of Holies in the Temple. The poem 
is written in the form of what the 
Arabs called a muwashah.  or “girdle” 
poem. The “girdles” or stanzas are 
preceded by a “necklace,” an introduc-
tory distich that introduces a rhyme 
(ne’elam/ olam) that runs through the 
second and fourth “girdles” and ends 
the last two lines of all four. As in “On 
the Death of a Daughter,” the poem 
eschews Arabic-style metrics for the 
older Hebrew system that counts only 
the stressed syllables in each line.
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יָהּ אָנָה אֶמְצָאֲ�?
Lord, Where Will I Find You? 

Lord, where will I find You?
  Your place is remote and concealed.
And where will I not find You?
  Your being fills the world.

Creator of All, You are in all that is small. 
To the far You are near, to the near You are here.
An ark was Your home—so is heaven’s dome:
  Its Hosts sing Your praises and You are host to their clan.
  The spheres cannot hold You, but a room can.   	

Alone and unknown, above on Your throne,
You are closer to man than his own skin and bone. 
His words proclaim that it was You who made him.
  Who does not know You? Your yoke is his guide.
  Who does not pray to You to provide?

I have longed for Your presence, I have called You in Your absence,
As I set out to greet You I have found You come to meet me: 
In Your holiness I saw You, in the wonder of Your glory. 
  Yet who has not seen You, if ever he saw,
  In skies that are silent, stars loud with awe? 

Did You truly decide to reside in man’s midst?
O let him but trust in that, made out of dust,
Though You dwell in solitude, sacred and blessed!
  The seraphs extol You from their supreme height:
  They carry Your seat—and You, the world’s weight. 

מְקוֹמְ� נַעֲלֶה וְנֶעְלָם. יָהּ אָנָה אֶמְצָאֲ�?	
כְּבוֹדְ� מָלֵא עוֹלָם.  וְאָנָה �א אֶמְצָאֲ�?	
אַפְסֵי אֶרֶץ הֵקִים. הַנִּמְצָא בַקְּרָבִים	

הַמִּבְטָח לָרְחוֹקִים. הַמִּשְׂגָּב לַקְּרוֹבִים,	
אַתָּה שׁוֹכֵן שְׁחָקִים. 	 אַתָּה יוֹשֵׁב כְּרוּבִים,	

וְאַתְּ עַל ראֹשׁ מַהֲלָלָם.  	 תִּתְהַלֵּל בִּצְבָאֲ�,	 	
אַף כִּי חַדְרֵי אוּלָם.  	 גַּלְגַּל �א יִשָּׂאֲ�,	 	

עַל כֵּס נִשָּׂא וָרָם, וּבְהִנָּשְׂאֲ� עֲלֵיהֶם	
מִרוּחָם וּמִבְּשָׂרָם. אַתָּה קָרוֹב אֲלֵיהֶם	

כִּי אֵין בִּלְתְּ� יוֹצְרָם. פִּיהֶם יָעִיד בָּהֶם	
וְעַל מַלְכוּתְ� עֻלָּם. 	 מִי זֶה �א יִרָאֲ�?– 	 	
וְאַתָּה נוֹתֵן אָכְלָם.  אוֹ מִי �א יִקְרָאֲ�?–	 	

בְּכָל לִבִּי קְרָאתִי� דָּרַשְׁתִּי קִרְבָתְ�,	
לִקְרָאתִי מְצָאתִי�, וּבְצֵאתִי לִקְרָאתְ�	

בַּקּדֶֹשׁ חֲזִיתִי�. וּבְפִלאֵי גְבוּרָתְ�	
הֵן שָׁמַיִם וְחֵילָם 	 מִי יאֹמַר �א רָאֲ�?	 	

בְּלִי נִשְׁמַע קוֹלָם. 	 	 יַגִּידוּ מוֹרָאֲ�, 	
אֱ�הִים אֶת הָאָדָם? הַאֻמְנָם כִּי יֵשֵב	
אֲשֶׁר בָּעָפָר יְסוֹדָם? וּמַה יַחְשׁבֹ כָּל חוֹשֵׁב	
תְּהִלּוֹתָם וּכְבוֹדָם. וְאַתָּה קָדוֹשׁ יוֹשֵׁב	

הָעוֹמְדוֹת בְּרוּם עוֹלָם. 	 חַיּוֹת יוֹדוּ פִלְאֲ�	 	
וְאַתָּה נוֹשֵׂא כֻלָּם. עַל רָאשֵׁיהֶם כִּסְאֲ�,	 	
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In the year 1130, the Hebrew year 4890,  
Yehuda Halevi, then a man in his late 
fifties, had a dream in which he saw 
the Jewish people “raised high” and 
the downfall of the Arabs, symbol-
ized by Ishma’el—Hagar’s son and the 
biblical Isaac’s half-brother, called a 
“wild ass of a man” by the Bible. The 
Aramaic lines in the poem, which are 
retained untranslated in my English, 
come from the Book of Daniel, whose 
arcane prophecies were traditionally 
mined by Jews for their messianic 
hints. Daniel’s pum memalel ravrevan, 
“a high-and-mighty mouth,” was prob-
ably meant by Halevi to refer to the 
bombastic language of Muhammed in 
the Koran. H. asaf tina be-raglei farzela, 
“feet of iron mixed with clay,” is from 
the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dream of a “great image” or idol, inter-
preted by Daniel to represent the four 
evil kingdoms of history. Avna di-meh. at 
tsalma, “the stone that smote the im-
age,” signified for Halevi the smashing 
of the fourth, Islamic kingdom. I have 
sought to reproduce his pun on tatatz, 
“890” (the Hebrew letters taf, taf, and 
tsadi, 400+400+90), and tutatz, “will 
be smashed” with “will end in naught,” 
in which “naught” also refers to the 
zero in 4890.

Heart pounding, you wake. Is it as it seemed?
What is this dream that you have dreamed?

Did its vision truly show
Yourself raised high and your foe laid low?

Tell Hagar’s son, then: “Cease to scorn
The son of Sarah, higher born,

For in my dream you were undone.
Has your doom so soon begun

That in the year 4890
Your sway will end in naught also? 

Proud tyrant! Assailant of Heaven! Are you not the one 
Called ‘wild ass of a man’ and pum memalel ravrevan,

The last to rise against God’s Law,
H. asaf tina be-raglei farzela?

Suppose He has struck you down with avna di-meh.at
Tsalma, and paid you back for all that you begot!”

נַמְתָּ וְנִרְדַּמְתָּ וְחָרֵד קָמְתָּ–
מָה הַחֲלוֹם הַזֶּה אֲשֶׁר חָלָמְתָ? 	

אוּלַי חֲלוֹמְ� הֶרְאֲ� שׂוֹנַאֲ�
כִּי דַל וְכִי שָׁפַל, וְאַתָּה רָמְתָּ. 	

אִמְרוּ לְבֶן הָגָר: אֱסףֹ יַד גַּאֲוָה
מִבֶּן גְּבִרְתְּ� אֲשֶׁר זָעָמְתָּ! 	
שָׁפֶל רְאִיתִי� וְשׁוֹמֵם בַּחֲלוֹם;

אוּלַי בְּהָקִיץ כֵּן כְּבָר שָׁמָמְתָּ, 	
ץ תֻּתַּץ לְ� כָּל גַּאֲוָה, וּשְׁנַת תְּתַ“
תֵּבוֹשׁ וְתֶחְפַּר מֵאֲשֶׁר זָמָמְתָּ. 	

הַאַתְּ אֲשֶׁר נִקְרַא שְׁמֶ� פֶּרֶא אֱנוֹשׁ?
מַה כָּבְדָה יָדְ� וּמֶה עָצַמְתָּ! 	
הַאַתְּ מְקרָֹא פֻּם מְמַלִּל רַבְרְבָן

וַאְשֶׁר בְּקַדִּישֵׁי זְבֻל נִלְחָמְתָּ? 	
הַאַתְּ חֲסַף טִינָא בְּרַגְלֵי פַרְזְלָא
בָּאַחֲרִית בָּאתָ וְהִתְרוֹמַמְתָּ? 	
אוּלַי נְגָפְ� אֵל בְּאַבְנָא דִי מְחָת

צַלְמָא, וְשִׁלֵּם לָ� אֲשֶׁר הִקְדָּמְתָּ! 	
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נַמְתָּ וְנִרְדַּמְתָּ
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My soul! 
Cross God’s threshold at dawn and breathe to Him sweet-incensed song.
How long will you follow Time’s follies and think that their witchcraft is truth,
Though days’ and nights’ revels and mornings slept softly away
Will soon leave you holding only the dead branch of a tree? 
Shelter under the wing of your Lord and your King,
May his great name be praised by all that lives from His breath!

The preceding poems, with the excep-
tion of “Lord, Where Will I Find You?”, 
would have been classified as shirey 
h. ol, “secular poems,” by the standards 
of Hispano-Hebrew poetry, since none 
was intended to form part of the 
liturgy of a Jewish synagogue service. 
This poem and the three following 
ones would have been classified as 
shirey kodesh or “sacred poems,” also 
known as piyyutim, because their pur-
pose was liturgical. Each was meant to 
be sung by the cantor or prayer leader 
at a specific juncture—this “Nishmat” 
before the prayer in the morning ser-
vice beginning, Nishmat kol h. ai teva-
rekh et shimkha adonai eloheynu, “The 
breath of all that lives shall bless Your 
name, O Lord our God.” The poem’s 
last words, asher nishmat eloha h. ai 
be’apav, would have led directly into 
the Nishmat of the prayerbook. Prayer 
is depicted here by Halevi as a kind of 
divine circuitry in which God exhales 
the breath of life into the early morn-
ing worshiper and then re-inhales his 
own exhalation in the form of prayer.
  The initial Hebrew letters of the 
first five distichs of this poem spell 
“Yehuda.”

יְחִידָה, שַׁחֲרִי הָאֵל וְסִפָּיו, וְכִקְטרֶֹת תְּנִי שִׁירֵ� בְּאַפָּיו:
הֲ�א אִם תִּרְדְּפִי הַבְלֵי זְמַנֵּ�, וְתאֹמְרִי כִּי אֱמֶת הֵם כָּל כְּשָׁפָיו,

וְתֵזְלִי אַחֲרָיו לֵילֵ� וְיוֹמֵ� וְתֶעְרַב לָ� תְּנוּמָה מִנְּשָׁפָיו, 
דְּעִי כִּי אֵין בְּיָדַיִ� מְאוּמָה אֲבָל עֵץ יִיבְשׁוּ מָחָר עֲנָפָיו.

הֲיִי לִפְנֵי אֱ�הַיִ� וּמַלְכֵּ� אֲשֵׁר בָּאת לַחֲסוֹת תַּחַת כְּנָפָיו.
שְׁמוֹ יִגְדַּל וְיִתְקַדַּשׁ בְּפִי כלֹ אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁמַת אֱלוֹהַּ חַי בְּאַפָּיו!
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יְחִידָה, שַׁחֲרִי הָאֵל וְסִפָּיו
Nishmat 
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A barkhu is a piyyut preceding the invo-
cation Barkhu et adonai ha-mevorakh, 
“Bless ye the Lord who is blessed,” 
which follows the Nishmat kol h. ai. This 
one describes the poet waking from 
a “vision” or dream of God, which, 
although not described, was clearly an 
intense experience. A “soft” mystic who 
never aspired, as more radical mystics 
do, to a waking union with the Divinity, 
Halevi nevertheless regarded his reli-
gious dreams as revelatory moments in 
which God appeared to him. 
  Once again, the first letters of this 
poem’s five distichs spell the name of 
the poet.

My thoughts of You wake me at night and I muse on Your kindness to me.
Through it I fathom the soul You have lodged in me, which yet is beyond me.
I see and believe in You in my heart as though Sinai rose over me.
I have sought You in visions and in their clouds Your glory swept down on me.  
And I think: My Lord who is blessed, let me rise at day’s dawning to bless You!

יְעִירוּנִי בְשִׁמְ� רַעֲיוֹנָי וְיָשִׂימוּ חֲסָדֶי� לְפָנַי. 
הֱבִינוּנִי דְבַר נֶפֶשׁ יְצַרְתָּהּ קְשׁוּרָה בִי– וְהִיא נִפְלָאת בְּעֵינָי,

וְלִבִּי רָאֲ� וַיַּאֲמֵן בָּ� כְּאִלּוּ מָעֳמָד הָיָה בְּסִינָי. 
דְּרַשְׁתִּי� בְחֶזְיוֹנַי וְעָבַר כְּבוֹדְ� בִּי וְיָרַד בַּעֲנָנָי.

הֱקִימוּנִי שְׂעִפַּי מִיְּצוּעַי לְבָרֵ� שֵׁם כְּבוֹדֶ� אֲדנָֹי.
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יְעִירוּנִי בְשִׁמְ� רַעֲיוֹנָי
Barkhu 



I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

I
J

A ge’ula, literally, a “redemption,” is a  
piyyut sung before the blessing 
Barukh ata adonai, ga’al yisra’el, 
“Blessed are you O Lord, who re-
deems Israel,” which comes in the 
section of the prayer between the 
barkhu and the Amidah. The theol-
ogy of this ge’ula is conventional: 
inasmuch as God (characteristically 
described by Halevi as both near 
and far, “Ark-dwelling” and “looking 
down” from above) has not forgiven 
Israel for its sins, the chastisement 
of exile must be borne. Yet the final 
line hints at rebellion. One would 
have expected it to read, “Redeemer, 
look down on Your folk from Your 
place and redeem.” The unexpected 
“my” as though declares to God: 
“You say we are Your people—but 
you are in Your place and we are in 
ours, and from where we are, Your 
redemption is not discernible.”	
  The name Yehuda is woven into 
this piyyut, too.

Your will be done until Your anger is gone.
Must I always be parted from You by my sin? 
How long must I seek You and of You find no sign?
Why, O Ark-Dweller beneath cherubs’ wings, 
Have You enslaved me to strangers when You are mine?
Redeemer, look down on my folk from Your place and redeem!

כַּאֲשֶׁר עָבַר חֲרוֹנְ�– יַעֲברֹ עָלַי רְצוֹנְ�	
יַעֲמדֹ בֵּינִי וּבֵינְ�? הַלְעוֹלָמִים עֲ�נִי	

אוֹתְ� עִמִּי– וְאֵינְ�? וַעֲדֵי מָתַי אֲבַקֵּשׁ	
הַפְּרֻשִׂים עַל־אֲרוֹנְ�, רֻבִים,	 דָּר בְּכַנְפֵי הַכְּ

וַאֲנִי כַנַּת יְמִינְ�! הֶעֱבַדְתַּנִי לְזָרִים– 	
רםֹ וְהַשְׁקֵף מִמְּעוֹנְ�! גּאֲֹלִי, לִגְאוֹל הֲמוֹנַי	

R 16 S

יַעֲברֹ עָלַי רְצוֹנְ�
Ge’ula 
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An ahava was a piyyut prefaced to the 
blessing of Ohev amo yisra’el, “Who 
loves His people Israel,” which occurs 
in the service before the Shma Yisra’el. 
Like Halevi’s ge’ula, this ahava touches 
on God’s perceived abandonment of 
Israel, but from a different perspective. 
Here the stress is on His love. The “rare 
beauty” is the exiled Jewish people, 
while Edom is a rabbinic term for 
Christendom. Despite their degraded 
condition, this ahava affirms, the fol-
lowers of Judaism can mock their 
Christian and Muslim rivals’ preten-
sions in the confidence that they alone 
are God’s true partner. No matter how 
long His quarrel with them lasts, He 
could no more lose His heart to the 
“low-born sows” (pra’im or”wild asses,” 
in Halevi’s Hebrew) who are vying with 
them than a king could choose a rude 
peasant girl over a princess.
  The poem’s last two lines invoke 
the verse in the Songs of Songs, “Many 
waters cannot quench love, neither can 
the flood drown it.” Such incorpora-
tion of biblical language for allusive 
purposes, known in Hebrew literary 
criticism as shibutz or “insetting,” was 
a common technique in the Hispano-
Hebrew poetry of Halevi’s age.

A rare beauty far from her place of high birth:
	 Why does she laugh when her true love is wroth?
She laughs at the daughters of Edom and at
	 Arabia’s mignons and at the thought
That they covet her beau. Low-born sows! 
	 Don’t they know that she lay in his arms as his doe?
Where are their Prophets? Where their Menoráh?
	 Where their Holy Ark and Shekhináh?
Don’t, my foes, don’t hope to quench love’s desire.
	 You will only be burned by love’s fire. 

אוֹהֲבָהּ כּעֵֹס– וְלָמָּה צָחֲקָה? יַעֲלַת־חֵן, מִמְּעוֹנָהּ רָחֲקָה,	
הַמְּבַקְשׁוֹת לַחֲשׁקֹ דּוֹד חָשְׁקָה! צָחֲקָה עַל בַּת־אֱדוֹם וּבְנוֹת עֲרָב	

יַעֲלָה עַל־הַצְּבִי הִתְרַפְּקָה? הֵן פְּרָאִים הֵם – וְאֵי� יִדְמוּ אֱלֵי	
הַבְּרִית, אֵי הַשְּׁכִינָה דָּבְקָה? אֵי נְבוּאָה, אֵי מְנוֹרָה, אֵי אֲרוֹן	
כִּי תְכַבּוּהָ וְהִיא אֵשׁ נִשְּׁקָה! אַל־מְשַׂנְאַי, אַל־תְּכַבּוּ אַהֲבָה,	
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יַעֲלַת־חֵן, מִמְּעוֹנָהּ רָחֲקָה
Ahava 
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A modified “girdle” poem (my 
translation retains its original rhyme 
scheme), “Waked By My Thoughts” 
compares God to a king in a cloud-
moated castle to which the poet, 
likened to a slave, tearfully but boldly 
seeks admission. The tension climaxes 
in the fourth stanza, which starts 
with an appeal, borrowed from the 
imagery of romantic love, for dawn, 
the enemy of trysting lovers, to be 
delayed so that the petitioning slave 
can finish “pouring out” his “heart's 
blood,” and ends with his gaining a 
seat at the king's nocturnal table.
  The image of “the king at his feast” 
is taken from the Song of Songs. A 
second biblical inset is “If He finds me 
proud”—in the Hebrew, “If my heart 
is lifted up in His eyes.” This comes 
from Ezekiel 28:2, which reads, “Son 
of man, say unto the prince of Tyre . . . 
because thine heart is lifted up . . . 
thou hast said, I am a God . . . yet thou 
art a man and not God.” Although 
“Waked By My Thoughts” is one of 
the most mystical of Halevi's poems, 
he was nevertheless, by means of this 
inset, disassociating himself from 
the radical goal of becoming God 
through mystical union with Him. 
While God is approachable when love 
overcomes fear, the nearer one draws 
to Him, the more conscious one is, for 
Halevi, of how far away He remains.
  This poem is a signed one.

Waked by my thoughts and driven to profess
God’s praise in song and plead my neediness,
I from my eyes brush midnight’s sleepiness
To seek the pleasance of the Lord’s palace. 

Roused from drowsiness, I ask: Who stirred me?                   
The holy dweller in glory has spurred me.
He has taught me to listen; stood by me and beside me;
To my undying thankfulness, advised me. 
	 All souls are His, all forms bear His impress!

To Him I pray–and rapt is my prayer. 
Its tears pierce His clouds and are sweeter than nectar.
If He finds me proud, my heart is like butter,
Melting with fear like a slave’s of his master.
	 May love make him forget his distress!

Stay, solemn night! Let dawn wait in the east
Till the vassal who offers his heart’s blood has ceased
Pouring it out and his lord is appeased,
And the slave is alone with the king at his feast,
	 Pledging his flag in his fortress! 		

A slave of slaves before the King of Kings!
With heavy hands and many tears he brings
His life and limbs as Your sworn underlings
To bless You and confess You in all things.
	 Forgive like so much sand his sinfulness!

וְסוֹד לִבִּי וּמִשְׁאָלוֹ,  	 יְעִירוּנִי רַעְיוֹנַי	 	
בְּזִמְרַת אֵל וּמַהֲלָלוֹ, 	 הֲגוֹת דִּבְרֵי תַחֲנוּנַי	 	
חֲצוֹת לַיְלָה בִּגְלָלוֹ,  וְ�א אֶתֵּן שְׁנָת לְעֵינַי 	 	

וּלְבַקֵּר בְּהֵיכָלוֹ! 	 לַחֲזוֹת בְּנעַֹם־אֲדנָֹי	 	
מִי הוּא אֲשֶׁר הֱקִיצָנִי?  	 הֱקִיצתִֹי וַאֲחַשֵּׁב: 	 	

תְּהִלּוֹתָיו הֱאִיצָנִי,  	 וְהִנֵּה קָדוֹשׁ יוֹשֵׁב	 	
וְחִזְּקַנִי וְאִמְּצָנִי,  	 וְנָתַן בְּאָזְנַי קֶשֶׁב,	 	

אֲבָרֵ� אֲשֶׁר יְעָצָנִי  וְכָל־עוֹד רוּחִי הָשֵׁב	 	
וְהַגְּוִיָּה מִפְעָלוֹ! צוּר, אֲשֶׁר הַנְּשָׁמָה לוֹ	 	

וּבִתְפִלָּה אֶתְעַנָּג,  	 וָאֶתְפַּלֵּל לְפָנָיו– 	 	
וּמָתְקוּ מִצּוּף וּפַנָּג,  וּבָקְעוּ דְמָעַי עֲנָנָיו– 	 	

בְּעֵת נָמַס כַּדוֹנָג, 	 ‫וְגָבַהּ לִבִּי בְעֵינָיו,	 	
מִפַּחֲדוֹ יִתְמוֹגָג,   	 כְּעֶבֶד לִפְנֵי אֲדנָֹיו	 	

יִנְשֶׁה אֶת־כָּל־עֲמָלוֹ!   	 וְכִי יִזְכּרֹ מַחְמַלּוֹ 	 	
וְאַחֵר שַׁחַר מִבּוֹא, 	 דּוֹם לַיִל וְהִכָּבֵד	 	
בְּתַחֲנוּנָיו אֶל־רַבּוֹ, 	 עַד־יִתְרַצֶּה עֶבֶד	 	

וְיַגִּיד נִגְעֵי לִבּוֹ, וְיִשְׁפֹּ� דַּם לֵב וְכָבֵד, 	 	
עִם־הַמֶּלֶ� בִּמְסִבּוֹ, 	 וְיתְיַחֵד הָעבֵֹד	 	
לְשֵׁם דִּגְלוֹ וּמִגְדָּלוֹ! 	 וְיָשִׁיר וְיִשָּׂא מְשָׁלוֹ	 	
לִפְנֵי מֶלֶ� מְלָכִים‬ 	 ‫הִנֵּה עֶבֶד עֲבָדִים 	 	
וּדְמָעָיו נֶהֱלָכִים–  	 עמֵֹד, וְיָדָיו כְּבֵדִים	 	

בְּעוֹד חַיָּיו נִמְשָׁכִים, 	 לְ� יְצֻרָיו נֶעְבָּדִים	 	
וּמִתְוַדִּים וּמְבָרְכִים, 	 וְכָל־אֵבָרָיו מוֹדִים	 	

אֲשֶׁר כַּחוֹל מִשְׁקָלוֹ! 	 סְלַח לְרעַֹ מַעֲלָלוֹ, 	 	
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יְעִירוּנִי רַעְיוֹנַי
Waked By My Thoughts



Lord, You are my sole desire,
	 Though I keep it my soul’s secret.
Could I but do Your will and die
	 That moment, I would seek it.
Placing in Your hands my spirit,
	 I would sleep—and sweet such sleep is. 
Far from You, all life is dying;
	 Death is life with You beside me.
	

And yet I know not how to further
	 Most my faith or best to serve it.
Instruct me in Your ways, then, Lord,
	 And free my mind from folly’s service.
Teach me while I have strength to suffer,
	 Nor despise my suffering
In the time still left before,
	 Myself a burden to myself,
My cankered bones fail to support me
	 And, my only choice submission,
I make the voyage to my fathers,
	 Stopping to rest at their last stop
Deep in the earth, I who once was
	 A sojourner upon its surface.

		
My young years thought of naught save themselves.
	 When will my world-sated soul save itself? 
 How worship my Maker when all He has made
	 Makes me passion’s captive and slave,
Or strive for the heights when at the day’s end
	 Sister worm awaits my descent?
How, even, be glad in glad times,
	 When none know what the future will spell,
And the days underwrite my decay  
	 With the nights, half of me to dispel
To the wind and half to the dust?
	 What can I plead when I am pursued
By my lust from my youth to my wane?
	 What of this world but Your will is my share,
And if You are not mine what is mine? 
	 What more can I ask or declare?	
I am naked of deeds, Your justice my only attire.
	 Lord, You are my sole desire. 
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Toward the end of his long stay in 
Toledo, Yehuda Halevi underwent 
what today might be called a mid-
life crisis. The sense that time was 
running out and that, despite all his 
poetic achievements, something of 
ultimate importance had been left 
undone began to take hold of him. All 
the honors and adulation that were 
his merely weighed on him. Growing 
old, for most people a process of ac-
commodation to who they are, had 
become for him the anxiety of who he 
still was not. 
  “Lord, You Are My Sole Desire” is 
an expression of this state. The poem 
begins with a declaration of extreme 
religious devotion coupled with a 
fatigue so great that it is couched as 
an open death wish; pulls back from 
this brink with the reflection that, de-
spite the poet’s sense of having lived 
enough, he is unprepared to cast off a 
world in which he has not yet fulfilled, 
or even clarified, his true mission; and 
ends with the confession that this 
failure makes him as frightened as the 
next man of the death he thought he 
had longed for. The stage for a radical 
decision was being set.

אֲדנָֹי, נֶגְדְּ� כָלתַּ אֲוָתִי
וְאִם �א אַעֲלֶנָּה עַל שְׂפָתִי. 	

רְצוֹנְ� אֶשְׁאֲלָה רֶגַע וְאֶגְוָע–
וּמִי יִתֵּן וְתָבוֹא שֱׁאֶלָתִי, 	

וְאַפְקִיד אֶת שְׁאָר רוּחִי בְּיָדְ�
וְיָשַׁנְתִּי, וְעָרְבָה לי שְׁנָתִי. 	

בְּרָחְקִי מִמְּ� מוֹתִי בְחַיָּי,
וְאִם אֶדְבַּק בְּ� חַיַּי בְּמוֹתִי. 	
אֲבָל �א אֵדְעָה בַּמָּה אֲקַדֵּם,
וּמַה תִּהְיֶה עֲבוֹדָתִי וְדָתִי. 	

דְּרָכֶי�, אֲדנָֹי, לַמְּדֵנִי,
וְשׁוּב מִמַּאֲסַר סִכְלוּת שְׁבוּתִי, 	

וְהוֹרֵנִי בְעוֹד יֶשׁ בִּי יְכלֶֹת
לְהִתְעַנּוֹת, וְאַל תִּבְזֶה עֱנוּתִי 	

בְּטֶרֶם יוֹם אֱהִי עָלַי לְמַשָּׂא,
וְיוֹם יִכְבַּד קְצָתִי עַל קְצָתִי, 	

וְאִכָּנַע בְּעַל כָּרְחִי, וְיאֹכַל
עֲצָמַי עָשׁ, וְנִלְא וּמִשְּׂאֵתִי, 	
וְאֶסַּע אֶל מְקוֹם נָסְעוּ אֲבוֹתָי,
וּבִמְקוֹםתַּ חֲנוֹתָםתַּ חֲנַתִי. 	
כְּגֵר תּוֹשָׁב אֲנִי עַל גַּב אֲדָמָה,
וְאוּלָם כִּי בְּבִטְנָהּ נַחֲלָתִי. 	
נְעוּרַי עַד הֲ�ם עָשׂוּ לְנַפְשָׁם,

וּמָתַי גַּם אֲנִי אֶעֱשֶׂה לְבֵיתִי? 	
וְהָעוֹלָם אֲשֶׁר נִתַּן בְּלִבִּי

מְנָעַנִי לְבַקֵּשׁ אַחֲרִיתִי. 	
וְאֵיכָה אֶעֱבדֹ יוֹצְרִי בְּעוֹדִי

אֲסִיר יִצְרִי וְעֶבֶדתַּ אֲוָתִי? 	
וְאֵיכָה מַעֲלָה רָמָה אֲבַקֵּשׁ

וּמָחָר תִּהְיֶה רִמָּה אֲחוֹתִי? 	
וְאֵי� יִיטַב בְּיוֹם טוֹבָה לְבָבִי

וְ�א אֵדַע הֲיִיטַב מָחֳרָתִי? 	
וְהַיָּמִים וְהַלֵּילוֹת עֲרֵבִים

לְכַלּוֹת אֶת  שְׁאֵרִי עַד כְּלוֹתִי, 	
וְלָרוּחַ יְזָרוּן מַחֲצִיתִי,

וְלֶעָפָר יְשִׁיבוּן מַחֲצִיתִי. 	
וּמַה אמַֹר, וְיִצְרִי יִרְדְּפֵנִי

כְּאוֹיֵב מִנְּעוּרַי עַד כְּלוֹתִי? 	
וּמַה לִּי בַּזְמָן אִם �א רְצוֹנָ�?

וְאִם אֵינְ� מְנָתִי, מַה מְּנָתִי? 	
אֲנִי מִמַּעֲשִׂים שׁוֹלָל וְעָרםֹ,

וְצִדְקָתְ� לְבַדָּהּ הִיא כְסוּתִי. 	
וְעוֹד מָה אַאֲרִי� לָשׁוֹן וְאֶשְׁאַל?

אֲדנָֹי נֶגְדְּ� כָלתַּ אֲוָתִי. 
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אֲדנָֹי, נֶגְדְּ� כָל תַּאֲוָתִי
Lord, You Are My Sole Desire 
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Most likely it was sometime after 
the Crusader conquest of Jerusalem 
in 1099 that Halevi had the dream 
described in this poem, in which 
he took part in the ancient Temple 
sacrifices and listened to the song of 
the Levites. Since he was a Levite and 
“singer” himself, his dream was also 
about his own sense of religious and 
literary vocation.
  “In the Temple” also has another 
dimension. We have seen how Halevi 
both struggled with, and delighted in, 
the paradox of a God who created the 
world from without yet dwelt within 
His creation. Though how this could 
be was a conundrum that human 
reason could not resolve, God’s “near-
ness” in Halevi’s dream is as “clear as 
things seen.” What is unknowable to 
the intellect, “In the Temple” pro-
claims, can nevertheless be grasped 
by direct experience.
  If we look at the remarkable se-
quence of poems about Jerusalem 
and the Land of Israel that came to be 
known to posterity as Yehuda Halevi's 
shirey tsiyon, his “songs of Zion,” “Your 
Dwellings, Lord” was probably the 
first of them. This is because, unlike 
the others, it does not express the 
thought or hope of actually going to 
live in the Land of Israel—a hope that, 
for Halevi, came as a response to the 
crisis described in “Lord, You Are My 
Sole Desire.” It is as if when Halevi 
wrote 'Your Dwellings, Lord' such a 
hope did not yet exist—or, going a 
step farther, as if the hope were en-
gendered by the dream

Your dwellings, Lord, are places of love,
And Your nearness is clear as things seen, 
  not guessed of. 
My dream took me to Your Temple’s mount to sing
In all its lovely worshiping and bring
My offerings with their libations.
Around me swirled thick smoke and ministrations, 
Sweet to my ears, of Levites at their stations. 
I woke, but when I did You still were there
For me to thank You as befits my prayer. 

אֱ�הַי! מִשְׁכְּנוֹתֶי� יְדִידוֹת,
 וְקִרְבָתְ� בְּמַרְאֶה, �א בְחִידוֹת. 

הֱבִיאַנִי חֲלוֹמִי מִקְדְּשֵׁי אֵל,
 וְשַׁרְתִּי מַלְאֲכוֹתָיו הַחֲמוּדוֹת,

וְהָעוֹלָה וּמִנְחָתָהּ וְנִסְכָּהּ, 
 וְסָבִיב תִּימְרוֹת עָשָׁן כְּבֵדוֹת. 

וְנָעַמְתִּי בְּשָׁמְעִי שִׁיר לְוִיִּם
 בְּסוֹדֵיהֶם לְסֵדֶר הָעֲבוֹדוֹת. 

הֱקִיצוֹתִי, וְעוֹדִי עִמְּ� אֵל,
 וְהוֹדֵיתִי, וְלָ� נָאֶה לְהוֹדוֹת.
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אֱ�הַי! מִשְׁכְּנוֹתֶי� יְדִידוֹת
In the Temple 
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“My Heart in the East” is probably the 
best-known and most translated of all 
Halevi’s poems. In formal terms, it is 
easily described. Its three 28- or 29-syl-
lable distichs have the meter, known as 
the mitpashetet, long-long-short-long, 
long-short-long, long-long-short-long, 
long-short-long. The poem has the 
mono-rhyme of -rav. It has one pun, 
a double play on h. evel, “domain,” 
but also “rope,” and khevel, “chain,” 
and three phonetically linked pairs 
of words: mizrah. , “East,” and ma’arav, 
West,” yeykal, “it would be little,” and 
yeykar, “it would be precious,” and tuv 
s’farad, “the goodness of Spain,” and 
d’vir neh. erav, “the Shrine [i.e., Temple] 
in ruins.” 
  All this is cut-and-dried. Yet, de-
scribing the conflict of a man who has 
decided to journey to Crusader-ruled 
Palestine and live there, yet who is 
frighteningly aware of the difficulties 
of doing so, “My Heart in the East” is a 
living poem. Indeed, it is a perfect one, 
a miniature marvel of balance in which 
opposites tug in different directions 
while remaining musically joined.

My heart in the East
But the rest of me far in the West—
How can I savor this life, even taste what I eat?
How, in the bonds of the Moor, 
Zion chained to the Cross,
Can I do what I’ve vowed to and must?
Gladly I’d leave
All the best of grand Spain
For one glimpse of the ruined Shrine’s dust.

לִבִּי בְמִזְרָח וְאָנכִֹי בְּסוֹף מַעֲרָב.
 אֵי� אֶטְעֲמָה אֵת אֲשֶׁר אכַֹל וְאֵי� יֶעֱרָב?

אֵיכָה אֲשַׁלֵּם נְדָרַי וֶאֱסָרַי, בְּעוֹד
 צִיּוֹן בְּחֶבֶל אֱדוֹם וַאְנִי בְּכֶבֶל עֲרָב?

יֵקַל בְּעֵינַי עֲזוֹב כָּל טוּב סְפָרַד, כְּמוֹ
 יֵקַר בְּעֵינַי רְאוֹת עַפְרוֹת דְּבִיר נֶחֱרָב.

R 21 S

לִבִּי בְמִזְרָח
My Heart in the East 
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In this poem, the dust of Jerusalem’s 
ruins that the poet sought a mere 
glimpse of in “My Heart in the East” is 
imagined as a more intense sweetness, 
the taste of a lover’s kiss. Indeed, “To 
Jerusalem,” with its beauteous queen 
banished from her “cloister” of the 
Temple, has the motifs of a romantic 
love poem. Its pining lover; its beloved 
he has been torn from by a cruel fate; 
its hope for a blissful reunion with 
her—all are met with often in the me-
dieval poetry of the troubadors and 
in romances like Tristan and Isolde. In 
many of Halevi’s “songs of Zion,” of 
which this is one of the most consum-
mate, one finds, uniquely, the themes 
of romantic love fully integrated with 
the theme of Jewish exile and the 
yearning for an end to it.

O fair of view! World’s joy! Great monarch’s home!
For you, from earth’s far end, my spirit yearns.
Compassion stirs in me when my mind turns
To your lost cloister and its splendor’s doom.
Would that on an eagle’s wings I flew  
To mix the water of my tears with your parched clay!
Always I think of you—and though your king’s away,
And snakes and scorpions scuttle where once grew
Your balm of Gilead, your stones and earth
Would taste when kissed like honey in my mouth. 

יְפֵה נוֹף, מְשׂוֹשׂ תֵּבֵל, קִרְיָה לְמֶלֶ� רָב!
 לָ� נִכְסְפָה נַפְשִׁי מִפַּאֲתֵי מַעְרָב.
הֲמוֹן רַחֲמַי נִכְמָר כִּי אֶזְכְּרָה קֶדֶם,

 כְּבוֹדֵ� אֲשֶׁר גָּלָה וְנָוֵ� אֲשֶׁר חָרָב.
וּמִי יִתְּנֵנִי עַל כַּנְפֵי נְשָׁרִים עַד

 אֲרַוֶּה בְדִמְעָתִי עֲפָרֵך וְיִתְעָרָב!
דְּרַשְׁתִּי� וְאִם מַלְכֵּ� אֵין בָּ�, וְאִם בִּמְקוֹם

 צֳרִי גִּלְעֲדֵך נָחָשׁ שָׂרָף וְגַם עַקְרָב,
הֲ�א אֶת אֲבָנַיִ� אֲחנֵֹן וְאֶשָּׁקֵם,

 וְטַעַם רְגָבַיִ� לְפִי מִדְּבַשׁ יֶעְרָב.
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יְפֵה נוֹף, מְשׂוֹשׂ תֵּבֵל
To Jerusalem 
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Zion! Do you wonder how and where your captives
Are now, and if they think of you, the far-flocked 
  remnants?
From north and south, east, west, and all directions,
Near and far, they send their greetings
As I send mine, captured by my longings
To weep like Hermon’s dew upon your mountains. 
Mourning your lowliness, I am the wail of jackals;
Dreaming your sons’ return, the song of lute strings. 	
My heart stirs for Peniel, and for Bethel, and all 
  those places
With their pure traces of God’s presence, where 
  your gates,
Facing the portals of the highest heavens,
Stand opened by your Maker. You He illumines
Not with the sun, or moon, or stars, but with 
  the rays
Of His own glory. Gladly I would choose
To pour my soul out where your chosen ones
Stood in a downpour of God’s effluence. 
You are the throne of the Lord, His royal house—
How then are slaves enthroned in your lords’ 
  houses? 
If only I could wander past the way points
Where God appeared to your appointed and 
  your seers,
And, flying to you with a bird’s wings,
Shake woeful head, remembering the throes
Of your dismemberment, my face
Pressed to your earth, cherishing its soil and 
  stones–
Yes, even so, the graves of patriarchs.
Wondrous in Hebron at your choicest tombs,
I would cross Gilead, and Carmel’s woods,
And stop to marvel at your lofty peaks
Across the Jordan, on which, illustrious,
Lie buried the two greatest of your teachers.
Your very air’s alive with souls;
Your earth breathes incense and your rivers
Run with balm. I would rejoice
To walk with my bare feet, in tatters,
Upon the ruins of your Sanctuaries,
In which, before it was removed from us,
The Holy Ark stood guarded by its Cherubs
Posted at the innermost of chambers—
And then, all worldly pomp cast off, I’d curse
The fate that did defile your peerless pilgrims.
How could I eat or drink, seeing the dogs
Make off with the remains of your proud lions?
How find the daylight sweet when my two eyes
Were forced to witness crows feast on your eagles?

Enough, desist from me, O cup of sorrows,
Drained to the dregs of all its bitterness!
Zion! God’s love, combined with Beauty’s grace,
Has bound to you the souls of all your friends,
So that they joy when you’re at peace
And weep when you’re all wounds and wilderness.
Imprisoned, they yearn for you, each from his place
Turning to bow in prayer to your gates–
Your many flocks, dispersed to distant hills
Yet ever mindful of their vows
To re-ascend to you and reach your heights,
As the palm tree, rising above all else,
Is scaled by the bold climber. Who compares 
To you? Not ancient Babylon, nor Greece:
What are all their empty oracles
Beside your Prophets and the breastplates of 
  your priests?
The heathen kingdoms lapse, collapse, and pass,
But you remain forever, crowned for the ages.
God makes His home in you: Blesséd are those
Who dwell with Him, residing in your courts.
Blesséd is he who comes, and waits, and sees
The rising sun illuminate your dawns,
In which your steadfast share the happiness
Of your lost youth, restored as it once was.

צִיּוֹן הֲ�א תִשְׁאֲלִי לִשְׁלוֹם אֲסִירַיִ�,
דּוֹרְשֵׁי שְׁלוֹמֵ� וְהֵם יֶתֶר עֲדָרָיִ�?
מִיָּם וּמִזְרָח וּמִצָּפוֹן וְתֵימָן שְׁלוֹם
רָחוֹק וְקָרוֹב שְׂאִי מִכּלֹ עֲבָרָיִ�,

וּשְׁלוֹם אֲסִירתַּ אֲוָה, נוֹתֵן דְּמָעָיו כְּטַל–
חֶרְמוֹן וְנִכְסַף לְרִדְתָּם עַל הֲרָרָיִ�.

לִבְכּוֹת עֱנוּתֵ� אֲנִי תַנִּים וְעֵת אֶחֱ�ם
שִׁיבַת שְׁבוּתֵך אֲנִי כִנּוֹר לְשִׁירָיִ�.

לִבִּי לְבֵית אֵל וְלִפְנִיאֵל מְאדֹ יֶהֱמֶה
וּלְמַחֲנַיִם וְכלֹ פִּגְעֵי טְהוֹרָיִ�,

שָׁם הַשְּׁכִינָה שְׁכֵנָה לָ� וְהַיּוֹצְרֵ�
פָּתַח לְמוּל שַׁעֲרֵי שַׁחַק שְׁעָרָיִ�,
וּכְבוֹד יְיָ לְבַד הָיָה מְאוֹרֵ� וְאֵין
שֶׁמֶשׁ וְסַהַר וְכוֹכָבִים מְאִירָיִ�.

אֶבְחַר לְנַפְשִׁי לְהִשְׁתַּפֵּ� בְּמָקוֹם אֲשֶר
רוּחַ אֱ�הִים שְׁפוּכָה עַל בְּחִירָיִ�.
אַתְּ בֵּית מְלוּכָה וְאַתְּ כִּסֵּא יְיָ וְאִם
יָשְׁבוּ עֲבָדִים עֲלֵי כִסְאוֹת גְּבִירָיִ�.
מִי יִתְּנֵנִי מְשׁוֹטֵט בַּמְּקוֹמוֹת אֲשֶׁר

נִגְלוּ אֱ�הִים לְחוֹזַיִ� וְצִירָיִ�!
מִי יַעֲשֶׂה לִי כְנָפַיִם וְאַרְחִיק נְדדֹ

אָנִיד לְבִתְרֵי לְבָבִי בֵּין בְּתָרָיִ�!
אֶפּלֹ לְאַפַּי עֲלֵי אַרְצֵ� וְאֶרְצֶה אֲבָ־

נַיִ� מְאדֹ וַאֲחנֵֹן אֶת עֲפָרָיִ�,
אַף כִּי בְעָמְדִי עֲלֵי קִבְרוֹת אֲבתַֹי וְאֶשְׁ־

תּוֹמֵם בְּחֶבְרוֹן עֲלֵי מִבְחַר קְבָרָיִ�.
אֶעְברֹ בְּיַעְרֵ� וְכַרְמִלֵּ� וְאֶעְמדֹ בְּגִלְ־

עָדֵ� וְאֶשְׁתּוֹמֲמָה אֶל הַר־עֲבָרָיִ�,
הַר־הָעֲבָרִים וְהרֹ הָהָר אֲשֶׁר שָׁם שְׁנֵי

אוֹרִים גְּדוֹלִים מְאִירַיִ� וּמוֹרָיִ�.
חַיֵּי נְשָׁמוֹת אֲוֵיר אַרְצֵ� וּמִמָּר־דְרוֹר

אַבְקַת עֲפָרֵ� וְנפֶֹת צוּף נְהָרָיִ�.
יִנְעַם לְנַפְשִׁי הֲלוֹ� עָרםֹ וְיָחֵף עֲלֵי
בִירָיִ�, חָרְבוֹת שְׁמָמָה אֲשֶׁר הָיוּ דְּ

בִּמְקוֹם אֲרוֹנֵ� אֲשֶׁר נִגְנַז וּבִמְקוֹם כְּרוּ־
בַיִ� אֲשֶׁר שָׁכְנוּ חַדְרֵי חֲדָרָיִ�.

אָגזֹ וְאַשְׁלִי� פְּאֵר נִזְרִי וְאֶקּבֹ זְמָן
חִלֵּל בְּאֶרֶץ טְמֵאָה אֶת־נְזִירָיִ�.

אֵי� יֶעֱרַב לִי אֲכוֹל וּשְׁתוֹת בְּעֵת אֶחֱזֶה
כִּי יִּסְחֲבוּ הַכְּלָבִים אֶת כְּפִירָיִ�?

אוֹ אֵי� מְאוֹר יוֹם יְהִי מָתוֹק לְעֵינַי בְּעוֹד
אֶרְאֶה בְּפִי ערְֹבִים פִּגְרֵי נְשָׁרָיִ�?

כּוֹס הַיְגוֹנִים לְאַט הַרְפִּי מְעַט כִּי כְבָר
מָלְאוּ כְסָלַי וְנַפְשִׁי מַמְּרוֹרָיִ�!

עֵת אֶזְכְּרָה אָהֳלָה אֶשְׁתֶּה חֲמָתֵ� וְאֶזְכּרֹ 
אָהֳלִיבָה וְאֶמְצֶה אֶת־שְׁמָרָיִ�!

צִיּוֹן כְּלִילַת יֳפִי, אַהְבָה וְחֵן תִּקְשְׁרִי
מֵאָז וּבָ� נִקְשְׁרוּ נַפְשׁוֹת חֲבֵרָיִ�,

הֵם הַשְּׂמֵחִים לְשַׁלְוָתֵ�, וְהַכּאֲֹבִים
עַל שׁוֹמֲמוּתֵ�, וּבוֹכִים עַל שְׁבָרָיִ�.

מִבּוֹר שְׁבִי שׁוֹאֲפִים נֶגְדֵּ� וּמִשְׁתַּחֲוִים
אִישׁ מִמְּקוֹמוֹ אֱלֵי נכַֹח שְׁעָרָיִ�,
עֶדְרֵי הֲמוֹנֵ� אֲשֶׁר גָּלוּ וְהִתְפַּזְּרוּ
מֵהַר לְגִבְעָה וְ�א שָׁכְחוּ גְדֵרָיִ�,
הַמַּחֲזִיקִים בְּשׁוּלַיִ� וּמִתְאַמְּצִים
לַעְלוֹת וְלֶאְחזֹ בְּסַנְסִנֵּי תְּמָרָיִ�.

שִׁנְעָר וּפַתְרוֹס הֲיַעַרְכוּ� בְּגָדְלָם וְאִם
הֶבְלָם יְדַמּוּ לְתֻמַּיִ� וְאוּרָיִ�?

אֶל מִי יְדַמּוּ מְשִׁיחַיִ� וְאֶל מִי נְבִי–
אַיִ� וְאֶל מִי לְוִיַּיִ� וְשָׁרָיִ�?

יִשְׁנֶה וְיַחְ�ף כְּלִיל כָּל מַמְלְכוֹת הָאֱלִיל,
חָסְנֵ� לְעוֹלָם לְדוֹר וָדוֹר נְזָרָיִ�.

אִוָּ� לְמוֹשָׁב אֱ�הַיִ� וְאַשְׁרֵי אֱנוֹשׁ
יִבְחַר יְקָרֵב וְיִשְׁכּןֹ בַּחֲצֵרָיִ�!

אַשְׁרֵי מְחַכֶּה וְיַגִּיעַ וְיִרְאֶה עֲלוֹת
אוֹרֵ� וְיִבָּקְעוּ עָלָיו שְׁחָרָיִ�,

לִרְאוֹת בְּטוֹבַת בְּחִירַיִ� וְלַעְ�ז בְּשִׂמְ–
חָתֵ� בְּשׁוּבֵ� אֱלֵי קַדְמַת נְעוּרָיִ�.
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צִיּוֹן הֲ�א תִשְׁאֲלִי לִשְׁלוֹם אֲסִירַיִ�
Zion, Do You Wonder? 

“Zion, Do You Wonder?” is another 
of Halevi’s best-known poems, one 
familiar to many Jews from the book 
of lamentations for Tisha b’Av, the day 
of mourning for the destruction of the 
Temple. Yet despite its inclusion there 
by Jewish tradition, it was not originally 
written for liturgical use and would 
have been  considered a “secular” 
rather than a “sacred” poem by Halevi’s 
contemporaries.
  Indeed, the poem that “Zion, Do 
You Wonder?” most has to be read 
in conjunction with is “Why, My Dar-
ling, Have You Barred All News?” Like 
it—and unlike anything else Halevi 
ever wrote—the 34 distichs of “Zion, 
Do You Wonder?” have the haunting 
mono-rhyme of “–ayikh,” and like it, 
too, they follow the same progression 
of emotions from bereaved longing to 
bitter grief to hope for love’s restora-
tion.  In composing this, the greatest 
of his songs of Zion, Halevi was clearly 
aware of having modeled it on the 
greatest of his love poems. 	
  As in my translation of “Why, My 
Darling, Have You Barred All News?”, 
I have substituted a final “s” sound 
for Halevi's mono-rhyme. The poem's 
Hebrew meter is the mitpashetet, for 
which I have once again fallen back on 
an English iambic line.
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וְיָמֶיך לְהִתְעוֹפֵף חֲמֻשִׁים! הֲתִרְדּףֹ נַעֲרוּת אַחַר חֲמִשִּׁים?	
וְתִכְסףֹ אֶל־עֲבדַֹת הָאֲנָשִׁים, וְתִבְרַח מֵעֲבדַֹת הָאֱ�הִים,	
פְּנֵי אֶחָד לְכָל־חֵפֶץ דְּרוּשִׁים, וְתִדְרשֹׁ אֶת פְּנֵי־רַבִּים, וְתִטּשֹׁ	
וְתִמְכּרֹ חֶלְקְ� בִנְזִיד עֲדָשִׁים? וְתֵעָצֵל לְהִצְטַיֵּד לְדַרְכָּ�,	

וְתַאֲוָתָהּ תְּבַכֵּר לָחֳדָשִׁים? הֲ�א אָמְרָה לְ� עוֹד נַפְשְׁ�: הוֹן!–	
וְסוּר מֵעַל חֲמֵשֶׁת הָרְגָשִׁים, נְטֵה מֵעַל עֲצָתָהּ אֶל־עֲצַת־אֵל,	
יְמוֹתֶי� אֲשֶׁר אָצִים וְחָשִׁים, וְהִתְרַצֵּה לְיצֶֹרְ� בְּיֶתֶר	

וְאַל־תֵּלֵ� לְ� לִקְרַאת נְחָשִׁים; וְאַל־תִּדְרשֹׁ בְּלֵב וָלֵב רְצוֹנוֹ,	
וְקַל כִּצְבִי וְגִבּוֹר כַּלְּיָשִׁים, הֱיֵה לַעְשׂוֹת רְצוֹנוֹ עַז כְּנָמֵר	

וְהָרִים תֶּחֱזֶה מָטִים וּמָשִׁים, וְאַל־יִמּוֹט בְּלֵב יַמִּים לְבָבָ�,	
וְחַכְמֵי הַחֲרָשִׁים מַחֲרִישִׁים, וּמַלָּחִים יְדֵיהֶם כַּמְּלָחִים,	

וְשָׁבִים אֶל־אֲחוֹרֵיהֶם וּבשִֹׁים, שְׂמֵחִים הלְֹכִים נכַֹח פְּנֵיהֶם– 	
וְאֵין מִבְרָח לְ� כִּי אִם־יְקוּשִׁים, וְאֻקְיָנוֹס לְפָנֶי� לְמָנוֹס,	

וְיָנוּעוּ וְיָזוּעוּ קְרָשִׁים, וְיָמוּטוּ וְיָנוּטוּ קְלָעִים,	
כְּנשְֹׁאֵי הָעֳמָרִים בַּדְּיָשִׁים, וְיַד־רוּחַ מְצַחֶקֶת בְּמַיִם,	

וּפַעַםתַּ עֲשֶׁה מֵהֶם גְּדִישִׁים, וּפַעַםתַּ עֲשֶׁה מֵהֶם גְּרָנוֹת,	
וְעֵת הֵחָלְשָׁם דָּמוּ נְחָשִׁים, בְּעֵת הִתְגַּבְּרָם דָּמוּ אֲרָיוֹת,	

כְּצִפְענִֹים וְאֵין לָהֶם לְחָשִׁים; וְרִאשׁנִֹים דְּלָקוּם אַחֲרנִֹים	
וְהַתּרֶֹן וְהַנֵּס נֶחֱלָשִׁים, וְצִי אַדִּיר כְּקָט יִפּלֹ בְּאַדִּיר,	

כְּתַחְתִּיִּם שְׁנִיִּם כַּשְּׁלִשִׁיִם, וְהַתֵּבָה וְקִנֶּיהָ נְבֻכִים,	
וְנָשִׁים וַאֲנָשִׁים– נֶאֱנָשִׁים, וּמשְֹׁכֵי הַחֲבָלִים– בַּחֲבָלִים,	

וְקָצוּ הַגְּוִיּוֹת בַּנְּפָשִׁים, וְרוּחַ חֻבְּלָה מֵחבְֹלֵיהֶם,	
וְאֵין חֶמְדָּה לְתַחְבֻּלַת יְשִׁישִׁים, וְאֵין יִתְרוֹן לְחזֶֹק הַתְּרָנִים,	

וְנֶהֶפְכוּ לְקָנִים הַבְּרוֹשִׁים, וְנֶחֶשְׁבוּ לְקַשׁ תָּרְנֵי אֲרָזִים,	
וּבַרְזִלֵּי אֲדָנִים כַּחֲשָׁשִׁים, וְנֵטֶל חוֹל בְּגַב הַיָּם כְּתֶבֶן,	

וְאַתְּ פּנֶֹה לְקדֶֹשׁ הַקֳּדָשִׁים, וְעָם יִתְפַּלֲלוּ כָל־אִישׁ לְקָדְשוֹ–	
אֲשֶׁר עַל־כָּל־לְבָבוֹת הֵם חֲרוּשִׁים, וְתִזְכּרֹ מִפְלְאוֹת יַם־סוּף וְיַרְדֵּן,	

בְּעֵת שֶׁיִּגְרְשׁוּ מֵימָיו רְפָשִׁים, תְּשַׁבֵּחַ לְמַשְׁבִּיחַ שְׁאוֹן יָם,	
וְיִזְכָּר־לָ� זְכוּת אָבוֹת קְדשִֹׁים! וְתִזְכָּר־לוֹ זְכוֹת לִבּוֹת טְמֵאִים–	

לְפָנָיו שִׁיר מְחוֹל מַחְלִים וּמוּשִׁים, יְחַדֵּשׁ נוֹרְאוֹתָיו כִּי תְחַדֵּשׁ	
וְיִחְיוּ הָעֲצָמִים הַיְבֵשִׁים, וְיָשִׁיב הַנְּשָׁמוֹת לַפְּגָרִים,	

עֲדָרִים עַל־פְּנֵי אֶרֶץ נְטֻשִׁים, וְרֶגַע יִשְׁתְּקוּ גַלִּים, וְיִדְמוּ	
צְבָא מָרוֹם וְעָלָיו שַׂר חֲמִשִּׁים– וְהַלַּיִל– כְּבוֹא שֶׁמֶשׁ בְּמַעְלוֹת	

וְכִתְכֵלֶת בְּמִלֻּאַת גְּבִישִׁים, כְּכוּשִׁית מִשְׁבְּצוֹת זָהָב לְבוּשָׁהּ,	
כְּגֵרִים מִמְּעוֹנֵיהֶם גְּרוּשִׁים, וְכוֹכָבִים בְּלֵב הַיָּם נְבֻכִים,	
בְּלֵב הַיָּם כְּלֶהָבוֹת וְאִשִּׁים, וְכִדְמוּתָם בְּצַלְמָם יַעֲשׁוּ אוֹר	
עֲדֵי לַיִל מְטהָֹרִים לְטוּשִׁים, פְּנֵי מַיִם וְשָׁמַיִם עֲדֵיִ־יָם	

שְנֵיהֶם אָז שְׁנֵי יַמִּים חֲבוּשִׁים– וְיָם דּוֹמֶה לְרָקִיעַ בְּעֵינוֹ,	
בְּשׂוֹא גַלֵּי שְׁבָחַי הַחֲדָשִׁים! וּבֵינוֹתָם לְבָבִי יָם שְׁלִישִׁי,	
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הֲתִרְדּףֹ נַעֲרוּת אַחַר חֲמִשִּׁים?
A Man in Your Fifties 

A man in your fifties–and you still would be young?
Soon your life will have flown like a bird from a branch!
Yet you shirk the service of God, and crave the service of men, 
And run after the many, and shun the One
From whom the multitudes of all things come,
And laze about instead of setting out 
On your true way, and for a mess of pottage 
Sell your immortal part. Has not your soul had enough? 
Why then yield each day to its lusts? 
Leave its counsel for God’s, put the five senses aside, 
And make amends to your Maker before your last days rush away.
Don’t pretend you have to seek to know His will,
Or wait for auguries. Will but to do it! 
Be bold as a panther, swift as a deer!
Fear not the open sea, though mountains of waves crest and crash,
And hands shake like rags in a gale,
And speechless ships’ carpenters quail,
And crews leap to the task and in dismay stagger back,
Trapped in an ocean with nowhere to flee
While the sails flap and crack, and the deck creaks and groans,
And the wind whips the water into haystack-high bales. 
One day it towers like ricks and the next it’s flat as a field, 
A ripple of snakes without even a whisper or hiss. 
Yet when roiled to a prideful of lions, each hot on the other one’s heels, 
Mighty fleets reel and are wrecked. Masts totter and fall;
Bulwarks are breeched; the tiers of great triremes are pierced, 
Unmanning their oarsmen; men, women, grow faint with dread; 
Sailors stand stunned by their shrouds; the living would rather be dead;
The heft of the yards counts for nothing, for nothing the tricks of old tars; 
Tall spars are no stronger than straws; cedar beams snap like stems;
The ballast cast out is but chaff; keels have the resistance of grass. 

At such times, when each man prays to what is holy to him, 
You turn to face the Holiest of Holies.
Recount, then, stamped in men’s memories,
The wonders of the Red Sea’s parting, 
And of the Jordan’s in the days of Joshua.
Praise the Soother of the storms that stir the depths,
The Pardoner of stained souls, who for His sainted Patriarchs’ sakes
Will pardon yours. Sing Him a Levite’s song while He renews 
His awesome world, restoring souls to bodies, life to dry bones.
Now, the waves subside; like flocks of sheep they graze upon the sea.
The sun has set, departing by the stairs 
Up which ascends the night watch, led by its silver-sworded captain.
The heavens are an African spangled with gold, blue-black
Within a frame of milky crystal. Stars roam the water,
Flare and flicker there, outcasts far from home. 
The seaward-dipping sky, the night-clasped sea, both polished bright, 
Are indistinguishable, two oceans cupped alike, 
Between which, surging with thanksgiving, lies a third, my heart. 

Yehuda Halevi was in his fifties from 
the early 1120s to the early 1130s, and 
while  the idea of leaving Spain for the 
Land of Israel increasingly preoccupied 
him during this period, he repeatedly 
put off its implementation. As the 
friends who urged him to abandon it 
kept reminding him, Crusader Palestine 
was a war zone, its Jewish population 
decimated by its Christian conquerors. 
Mediterranean travel was dangerous, 
and even if he arrived safely, Halevi, a 
lionized figure in Spain, would have 
nothing but a life of social and cultural 
isolation to look forward to. The entire 
plan seemed like madness.
  Halevi hesitated—and castigated 
himself for doing so. The perilous sea 
voyage imagined in this poem is a met-
aphor for the entire project of settling 
in Palestine. The poem can be read 
as a waking dream in which the poet 
masters his anxiety by letting the worst 
happen in his thoughts, so that his 
heart beats as wildly as a ship tossing in 
high seas and then, the winds subsiding 
as he regains control of his fears and his 
breathing becomes regular again, reas-
suringly slows to the steady pulse of 
the certitude of being in God’s hands.



Driven by longing
for the living God
to hasten to where
His anointed ones dwelt,
I had no time 
to kiss my friends
or family
a last farewell;
no time to weep
for the garden I grew,
the trees watered and watched
as they branched and did well;
no time to think
of the blossoms they bore,
of Yehuda
and Azarel,
or of Yitzhak, 
so like a son,
my sun-blessed crop,
the years’ rich yield. 

Forgotten are
my synagogue,
the peace that was
its study hall,
my Sabbaths
and their sweet delights,
the splendor of
my festivals:
I’ve left them all.
Let others have
the idol’s honors
and be hailed—
I’ve swapped my bedroom
for dry brush,
its safety
for wild chaparral,
the scents 
and subtle fragrances
that cloyed my soul
for thistles’ smells,
and put away 
the mincing gait
of landlubbers
to hoist my sail
and cross the sea
until I reach
the land that is
the Lord’s footstool. 

There will I
pour out my heart
and huddle by
His holy hill,
and pitch my tent
at heaven’s gate,
and irrigate
from Jordan’s rill
and the pool
of Siloam
the sacred spikenard
of my soul. 
I am the Lord’s
and fear no ill
as long as His 
own angels shall
take up cudgels
for me while 
I praise Him till
my breath falls still.
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הֱצִיקַתְנִי תְשׁוּקָתִי לְאֵל חָי
לְשַׁחֵר אֶת מְקוֹם כִּסְאוֹת מְשִׁיחָי

עֲדֵי כִּי �א נְטָשַׁתְנִי לְנַשֵּׁק
בְּנֵי בֵיתִי וְאֶת־רֵעַי וְאֶחָי,

וְ�א אֶבְכֶּה עֲלֵי פַּרְדֵּס נְטַעְתִּיו
וְהִשְׁקִיתִיו וְהִצְלִיחוּ צְמָחָי,
וְ�א אֶזְכּרֹ יְהוּדָה וַעְזַרְאֵל

שְׁנֵי פִרְחֵי יְקָר מִבְחַר פְּרָחָי,
וְאֶת יִצְחָק אֲשֶׁר כַּבֵּן חֲשַׁבְתִּיו
יְבוּל שִׁמְשִׁי וְטוּב גֶּרֶשׁ יְרָחָי.

וְכִמְעַט אֶשְׁכְּחָה בֵּית הַתְּפִלָּה
אֲשֶׁר הָיוּ בְמִדְרָשָׁיו מְנוּחָי,

וְאֶשְׁכַּחתַּ עֲנוּגֵי שַׁבְּתתַֹי
וְהַדְרַת מוֹעֲדַי וּכְבוֹד פְּסָחָי,

וְאֶתֵּן אֶת כְּבוֹדִי לַאֲחֵרִים
וְאֶעְזבֹ לַפְּסִילִים אֶת שְׁבָחָי.
הֲמִירתִֹי בְּצֵל שִׂיחִים חֲדָרַי
וּבִּמְשׂוּכַת סְבַ� חסֶֹן בְּרִיחָי,
וְנַפְשִׁי שָׂבְעָה רָאשֵׁי בְּשָׂמִים

וְרֵיחַ נַעֲצוּץ שַׂמְתִּי רְקָחָי,
וְחָדַלְתִּי הֲלוֹ� עַל כַּף וְעַל אַף

וְנָתַתִּי בְּלֵב יַמִּים אֳרָחָי
עֲדֵי אֶמְצָא הֲדוֹם רַגְלֵי אֱ�הָי.

וְשָׁמָּה אֶשְׁפְּכָה נַפְשִׁי וְשִׂיחָי
וְאֶסְתּוֹפֵף בְּהַר קָדְשׁוֹ, וְאַקְבִּיל

לְפִתְחֵי שַׁעֲרֵי שַׁחַק פְּתָחָי,
וְאַפְרִיחַ בְּמֵי יַרְדֵּן נְרָדָי
וְאַשְׁלִיחַ בְּשִׁ�חַ שְׁלָחָי.

אֲדנָֹי לִּי וְאֵי� אִירָא וְאֶפְחַד
וּמַלְאַ� רַחֲמָיו נשֵֹׂא שְׁלָחָי?
אֲהַלֵּל אֶת שְׁמוֹ מִדֵּי חֲיוֹתִי

וְאוֹדֶנּוּ עֲדֵי נֶצַח נְצָחָי.
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הֱצִיקַתְנִי תְשׁוּקָתִי לְאֵל חָי
Driven by Longing for the Living God 

In this poem, we see Halevi finally 
setting out on the voyage he had 
debated for years. The poem’s 
“drivenness,” with its opening de-
scription of a hasty departure from 
Spain, led me to render its m’rubeh-
metered, 11-syllable hemistichs in 
short three-to-six-syllable lines. I 
wanted to convey their breathless 
quality, their feeling that now, his 
journey begun at last, events were 
taking place for Halevi with a rapid-
ity that was the opposite of the 
long delays that preceded it. Since 
this makes the English poem many 
lines longer than the Hebrew one, I 
have broken the latter into separate 
stanzas that do not exist in Halevi’s 
version.
  Of the three names mentioned 
in this poem, only one can be cer-
tainly identified, that of Halevi’s 
grandson Yehuda. (Sephardic Jews, 
unlike Ashkenazim, permitted the 
naming of children for living grand-
parents.) A second may be that of 
Halevi’s son-in-law Yitzhak ibn Ezra, 
son of the renowned Hebrew poet, 
Bible critic, and polymath Avraham 
ibn Ezra. Azriel could have been a 
second grandson, but this is con-
jectural. The poem was apparently 
written in the course of a land 
journey that was to be followed by 
a sea voyage.
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קִרְאוּ עֲלֵי בָנוֹת וּמִשְׁפָּחוֹת
A Letter from Aboard Ship 
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Halevi sailed for Palestine via Egypt 
in the summer of 1140, when he was 
in his late sixties, and “A Letter From 
Aboard Ship” may have been posted 
by him to family and friends in Spain 
from one of the North African ports 
his vessel docked in on its way to 
Alexandria. Alternately, however, it 
may have been a mere poetic conceit. 
In either case, it is a playful poem, in 
response to which I allowed myself a 
free arrangement on the page of its 
twelve distichs. 
  The poem’s account of a 12th-cen-
tury sea voyage is entirely accurate. 
Medieval ships were small, crowded, 
and unsanitary, and their passengers 
slept one against another in an un-
ventilated hold beneath the deck and 
prayed they would not be capsized by 
storms or attacked by pirates. Halevi’s 
high spirits in the face of this testifies 
to the enormous relief felt by him at 
finally being on his way.

To sisters, brothers, family, and friends:
  Greetings from one,
    a prisoner of hope sold to the sea,
      his spirit hostage to the winds
        that blow from west to east and back again!
Between him and death is nothing more
  than a thin sliver of a board
    (unless death already has occurred,
      since he is buried in a wooden box 
        six feet under water without a coffin’s worth of space).
Seasick and scared of pirates, tempests, and Mohammedans, 
  he sits because there isn’t room to stand,
    lies down and has no place to put his feet.
The captain is a brute, the crew are no-accounts,
  yet they’re this kingdom’s king and counts 
    with whom no education counts if you can’t swim.
I’ll tell you, though, what makes them glum:
It’s when I smile because I know
  that soon I’ll lay my soul in my Lord’s lap.
There, where once His ark and altar stood, 
  I’ll thank Him, requiter of men’s guilt with good,
    with all the song and praise I can bestow.

קִרְאוּ עֲלֵי בָנוֹת וּמִשְׁפָּחוֹת
שָׁלוֹם, וְעַל אַחִים וְעַל אֲחוֹת,

מֵאֵת אָסִיר תִּקְוָה אֲשֶׁר נִקְנָה
לַיָּם, וְשָׂם רוּחוֹ בְּיַד רוּחוֹת,
דָּחוּי בְּיַד מַעְרָב לְיַד מִזְרָח,

זֶה יַעֲבוֹר לַנְחוֹת וְזֶה לִדְחוֹת.
בֵּינוֹ וּבֵין מָוֶת כְפֶשַׂע, אַ�
בֵּינוֹ וּבֵינָיו מַעֲבֵה לוּחוֹת,

קָבוּר בְּחַיָּיו בַּאֲרוֹן עֵץ, �א
קַרְקָע וְ�א אַרְבַּע וְ�א פָּחוֹת,
יוֹשֵׁב וְאֵין לַעֲמדֹ עֲלֵי רַגְלָיו,
שׁוֹכֵב וְאֵין רַגְלָיו מְשֻׁלָּחוֹת,

חוֹלֶה וַיִירָא מִפְּנֵי גוֹיִם
גַּם מִפְּנֵי לִסְטִים וּמֵרוּחוֹת.
חבֵֹל וּמַלָּח כָּל בְּנֵי פִרְחָח
הֵם הַסְּגָנִים שָׁם וְהַפַּחוֹת;

�א לַחֲכָמִים שֵׁם וְגַם �א חֵן
לַיּוֹדְעִים, רַק יוֹדְעִים לִשְׂחוֹת.

יִתְעַצְּבוּ רֶגַע לְזאֹת פָּנַי:
אֵי� יַעֲ�ז הַלֵּב וְהַטּוּחוֹת

עַד אֶשְׁפְּכָה נַפְשִׁי בְּחֵיק הָאֵל
נכַֹח מְקוֹם אָרוֹן וּמִזְבָּחוֹת?
אֶגְמלֹ לְאֵל גּוֹמֵל לְחַיָּבִים

טוֹבוֹת, בּטוּב שִׁירוֹת וְתִשְבָּחוֹת.
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Although Mediterranean sea captains 
in the Middle Ages generally sought 
to stay close to land, they sometimes 
strayed out of sight of it in good 
weather, as Halevi’s ship is described 
in this poem as having done. I have 
partially reproduced the poem’s mono-
rhyme by slant-rhyming all 17 lines of 
my translation: “land,” “ground,” “man,” 
“remained,” “sand,” “mind,” etc. While 
these may not have the same effect as 
the single repeated –va of the Hebrew, 
they do give some idea of it.
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הֲבָא מַבּוּל 
At Sea

Has a new Flood drowned the land
And left no patch of dry ground,
Neither bird, beast, nor man?
Has nothing remained?
A strip of bare sand
Would be balm for the mind;
The dreariest plain,
A pleasure to scan. 		
But all that is seen 
Is a ship and the span
Of the sea and the sky, and Leviathan
As he churns up the brine,
Which shakes its white mane,
Gripping the ship as the hand
Of a thief grips its find. 
Let it foam! My heart bounds
As I near the Lord’s shrine. 

הֲבָא מַבּוּל וְשָׂם תֵּבֵל חֳרָבָה
וְאֵין לִרְאוֹת פְּנֵי אֶרֶץ חֲרֵבָה,
וְאֵין אָדָם וְאֵין חַיָּה וְאֵין עוֹף?

הֲסָף הַכּלֹ וְשָׁכְנוּ מַעֲצֵבָה?
וּבִרְאוֹת הַר וְשׁוּחָה לִי מְנוּחָה,

וְאֶרֶץ הָעֲרָבָה לִי עֲרֵבָה,
וְאַשְׁגִּיחַ לְכָל עֵבֶר וְאֵין כּלֹ

אֲבָל מַיִם וְשָׁמַיִם וְתֵבָה
וְלִוְיָתָן בְּהַרְתִּיחוֹ מְצוּלָה,

וְאֶחְשׁבֹ כִּי תְהוֹם יַחְשׁבֹ לְשֵׂיבָה
וְלֵב הַיָּם יְכַחֵשׁ בָּאֳנִיָּה

כְּאִלּוּ הִיא בְּיַד הַיָּם גְּנֵבָה.
וְיָם יִזְעַף וְנַפְשִׁי תַעֲ�ז, כִּי

אֱלֵי מִקְדַּשׁ אֱ�הֶיהָ קְרֵבָה.
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Letters discovered in the Cairo Geniza 
in the 1950s tell us thatYehuda Halevi 
landed in Alexandria in early Septem-
ber, 1140 and remained there until 
mid-May, 1141. Although the length of 
his stay might seem to indicate a re-
newed uncertainty about continuing 
on to Palestine, the difficulties were in 
fact largely logistical. Yet Halevi was 
deeply impressed by the richness and 
lushness of Egypt and by its wealthy 
and sophisticated Jewish community. 
Moreover, he felt he was already 
treading on semi-sacred ground, since 
much of the biblical account of the 
Patriarchs, as well as the entire story 
of the exodus, takes place in Egypt. 
The biblical references in this poem 
are to the blood of the paschal sacri-
fice that the fleeing Israelites painted 
on their door jambs and to the col-
umns of cloud and fire that led them 
through the desert to the Red Sea.

These great cities, these country villages,
Were of old lived in by Israel.
All honor then to Egypt!
Tread gingerly in streets 
Through which God’s presence roamed,
Seeking His blood-pact on the doors.
Columns of fire, columns of cloud,
Seen by every eye!
The people of the Covenant carved out,
Its mighty cornerstones
Cut for the ages!

רְאֵה עָרִים וְהִתְבּוֹנֵן פְּרָזוֹת אֲשֶׁר הָיוּ לְיִשְׂרָאֵל אֲחֻזּוֹת,
וְתֵן כָּבוֹד לְמִצְרַיִם, וְהָקֵל פְּעָמֶי� וְאַל תִּדְרוֹ� עֱזוּזוֹת

בְּחוּצוֹת עָבְרָה בָּם הַשְּׁכִינָה לְבַקֵּשׁ דַּם בְּרִית עַל הַמְּזוּזוֹת,
ל מְצַפּוֹת בָּם וְחוֹזוֹת, ֹּ וְעַמּוּד אֵשׁ וְעַמּוּדֵי עֲנָנִים, וְעֵינֵי כ

וּמִשָּׁם חֻצְּבוּ בַּעְלֵי בְּרִית אֵל וּפִנּוֹת עַם אֲדנָֹי שָׁם גְּרוּזוֹת.
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רְאֵה עָרִים
Egypt 
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Halevi remained in Alexandria until 
mid-November 1140, staying at the 
home of the prominent, Jerusalem-
born rabbinical judge Aharon el-
Ammani before traveling up the Nile 
to Fustat or old Cairo. Watching the 
great river flow, he felt he was look-
ing at the same water that Moses 
and Aaron had turned to blood with 
a wave of their staffs in the first of 
the Ten Plagues. Yet as he was to 
write elsewhere, whereas God’s pres-
ence in Egypt had been “like a trav-
eler’s,/ Resting in the shade beneath 
a tree,/ In Zion, it’s at home and 
dwells/ Grandly, as all Scripture tells.” 
Egypt was once the site of sacred 
events. The Land of Israel—“a place 
more wondrous yet than this”—was 
sacred. Nothing he saw in Egypt 
could take its place.

From age to age Your wonders, God, are told
And not denied by father or by son.
This river Nile has always testified
To how its waters were turned into blood.
No hierophants performed the magic trick, 
But only Your name and Moses and Aaron’s rod,
Transformed by You into a hissing snake. 
Help then Your trusting servant to make haste
To a place more wondrous yet than this! 

אֱ�הַי פִּלְאֲ� דּוֹר דּוֹר יְרֻחָשׁ וּמִפִּי אָב לְבָנִים �א יְכֻחָשׁ,
וְזֶה הַיְּאוֹר לְעֵד כִּי דָם הֲפַכְתּוֹ בּ�א לַהַט וְ�א קֶסֶם וְנַחַשׁ,

אֲבָל שִׁמְ� בְּיַד משֶֹׁה וְאַהְרןֹ וְהַמַּטֶּה אֲשֶׁר נֶהְפַּ� לְנָחָשׁ,
הֱיֵה עֵזֶר לְעֶבֶד הֶאֱמִין בָּ� וְלִרְאוֹת אֶת מְקוֹמוֹת פִּלְאֲ� חָשׁ!
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אֱ�הַי פִּלְאֲ� דּוֹר דּוֹר יְרֻחָשׁ
From Age to Age 
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At a dinner party in Fustat, Yehuda 
Halevi took part in a poetic competi-
tion in which the guests were asked 
to improvise a tribute to the absent 
Aharon el-Ammani. He chose to do 
so in the form of a qasida, choosing 
for its preliminary theme a musical 
concert he had recently attended. Fac-
ing the garden that its male audience 
sat in was a latticed window through 
which a crowd of attractive young 
women had gathered to watch. It was 
easier for Halevi to let his eyes stray in 
their direction when the singers were 
silent, and his poem, reliving this mo-
ment, begins with an appeal for the 
instrumentalists to play by themselves 
before turning to a teasing description 
of the female beauty that, too old to 
bid for its favors, the aging poet can 
still appreciate..
  “Laban’s daughter” is the biblical 
Rachel, who dutifully runs to tell her 
father that Jacob has kissed her at the 
well. Only the first part of the qasida 
appears here. It represents, one might 
say, an old man’s last, wry experience 
of sexual desire, whose cessation frees 
the soul to contemplate beauty undis-
turbed by the wish to possess it, yet 
whose unexpected return, if only for a 
final parting, comes as an even greater 
moment of grace.

Let’s have more lutes 
For the lovely girls,
You sweet singers! 
Give the instrumentalists their chance
To serenade the secrets sirens 
Looking through the lattice!
Well-behaved they learned to be
From Laban’s daughter at the well; 
Is it their fault,
Unwitting archers that they are,
That their arrows have pierced hearts,
Though their bare arms
Never sought to lift a sword? 
So languidly they move
That you would think
They could barely lift an eyebrow,
Much less bear
The armor of their ankle-bands and bracelets. 
One look at the sun from them 
And it would be sunburned!
“Let there be light,” they say,
And it shines in their faces;
“Let it be dark”—
It’s in their raven tresses. 
Their tunics are bright 
Like the splendors of friendship;
Their hair is as black 
As the gloom of goodbyes.
They’re so like stars
That I would be the sky
In which they orbited forever.
Full or delicate, lush, lithe, or lanky–
I could fall for them all
And for their perilous red mouths,
Each perfect with two rows of pearly crystal. 
Be gentle if you catch them making eyes
(At me, I hope),
Gentle with their wiles, 
For they are burdened by
Silver bells of apples and of pomegranates,
And roses sprinkled with rare essences.
And what about that stately one back there,
Swaying like a palm tree in the breeze?
Just count the hearts they’ve stolen!
I ask you:
Will they pay for them, 
Or is it retribution
For the curls on their soft cheeks
Our eyes have poached on? 

יְפֵי קוֹל קַדְּמוּ כִנּוֹר לְיָפוֹת
וְשָׁרִים אַחֲרֵי נגְֹנִים חֲלִיפוֹת,

עֲלָמוֹת לַעֲלָמוֹת נַעֲלָמוֹת
וְנִשְׁקָפוֹת בְּעַד אֶשְׁנָב וְצפֹוֹת,
בְּתוּלוֹת לָמְדוּ מִבַּת בְּתוּאֵל
קְדֻשַּׁת טָהֳרַת לִבּוֹת וְגוּפוֹת,
אֲבָל כִּי מָשְׁכוּ קֶשֶׁת לְתֻמָּם

וְהָרְגוּ אִישׁ, וְהֵם זַכּוֹת וְחָפוֹת
אֲשֶׁר �א שָׁאֲלוּ לִקְרָב חֲרָבוֹת

וְדַיָּם בַּזְּרעֹוֹת הַחֲשׂוּפוֹת.
וְאֵי� נָשְׂאוּ צְמִידִים אוֹ צְעָדוֹת
עֲצֵלוֹת מִנְּשׂוֹא עַפְעַף יְעֵפוֹת?

וְלוּ נָשְׁאוּ אֱלֵי חַמָּה פְנֵיהֶם
אֲזַי עָזְבוּ פְּנֵי חַמָּה שְׁזוּפוֹת!

וְתאֹמַרְנָה יְהִי חשֶֹׁ� יְהִי אוֹר
בְּאוֹר פָּנִים וּבִשְׁחוֹר מַחֲלָפוֹת,

וְכָתְנוֹת אוֹר כְּאוֹר חֶבְרָה לְבוּשׁוֹת
בְּלֵיל שֵׂעָר כְּלֵיל פֵּרוּד צְנוּפוֹת,

מְאוֹרוֹת נָתְנוּ לִבִּי רְקִיעִים
תְּסוֹבַבְנָה עֲלֵי כַּמָּה תְקוּפוֹת,

וְיֵשׁ לִשְׁגּוֹת בְּרַכּוֹת וַעֲנֻגּוֹת
וּפוֹרִיּוֹת עֲבֻתּוֹת וַעֲנֵפוֹת,
וּפִיפִיּוֹת יְפֵהפִיּוֹת אֲדֻמּוֹת

עֲלֵי טוּרֵי בְדלָֹחִים רְצוּפוֹת.
לְאַט בִּמְשַׂקְּרוֹת וּמְשַׁקְּרוֹת לִי,

לְאַט בָּהֵן וְלוּ הָיוּ חֲנֵפוֹת,
מְסֻבָּלוֹת בְּתַפּוּחַ וְרִמּוֹן

וְשׁוֹשַׁנִּים וְעָלֵיהֶן תְּרוּפוֹת!
וּמַה אמַֹר בְּהוֹד קוֹמָה כְּתָמָר

וְהָרוּחַ יְנִיפֶהָ תְנוּפוֹת?
רְאֵה כִּי נִטְרְפוּ לִבּוֹת לְקָחוּם!
שְׁאַל הַיְשַׁלְּמוּ אֶת הַטְּרֵפוֹת,

וְאִם לָקְחוּ נְקַם צִיצַת לְחֵיהֶם
אֲשֶׁר הָיוּ בְעֵינֵינוּ קְטוּפוֹת?
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יְפֵי קוֹל קַדְּמוּ כִנּוֹר לְיָפוֹת
from “Let’s Have More Lutes for the Lovely Girls” 
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During the winter of 1140–41, Halevi 
took a boat trip up the Nile, from 
where he wrote a letter to an acquain-
tance in Fustat that included these 
lines. Their mood is of a piece with 
the calm but joyous acceptance of old 
age’s still-enduring ability to respond to 
beauty that we find in “Let’s Have More 
Lutes For The Lovely Girls.” Not far 
from where the poet stood flowed the 
river. A bare-armed girl walked beside 
it. In the distance, where the watered 
valley yielded to the desert, were the 
cones of pyramids and the fronds of 
oases rising from the sands. A north 
wind bent the stalks of wheat low. An 
old man about to set out on his last 
journey, Halevi was filled with a great 
thankfulness for everything.
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הֲפָשַׁט הַזְּמָן בִּגְדֵי חֲרָדוֹת
By the Nile 

Has time cast off its grim old clothes
And dressed itself in its holiday best,
And the earth put on an embroidered vest
Festooned with patterns of checkered gold?
The vale of the Nile is a blazon of fields, 
The land of Goshen an ocean of grain, 
Palm islands etched against the sky,
The glint of far pyramids bright in the sun. 

A girl by the banks of the river:
So like gazelles they are, but heavy-laden,
Heavy the bracelets on their arms, 
The anklets circling their slim steps.
And the foolish heart forgets how old it is,
And remembers other boys and other girls, 
Here, in this paradise of Egypt, 
In these gardens, by the river, in these fields. 
The yellow stalks are a rich brocade,
And when the sea breeze ripples through them,
They bow and pray in gratitude to God.

הֲפָשַׁט הַזְּמָן בִּגְדֵי חֲרָדוֹת וְלָבַשׁ אֶת בְּגָדָיו הַחֲמוּדוֹת,
וְלָבְשָׁה הָאֲדָמָה שֵׁשׁ וְרִקְמָה וְעָשְׂתָה מִשְׁבְּצוֹת זָהָב רְפִידוֹת?

וְכלֹ מִזְרַע יְאוֹרתַּ שְׁבֵּץ כְּאִלּוּ נְאוֹת גּשֶֹׁן בְּחשֶֹׁן הֵן אֲפוּדוֹת,
וּמַרְבַדֵּי נְאוֹת מִדְבָּר חֲטוּבוֹת וְרַעַמְסֵס וּפִתםֹ פָּז רְבוּדוֹת.

וְשִׁדָּה עַל שְׂפַת הַיְּארֹ וְשִׁדּוֹת צְבָאוֹת הֵם, אֲבָל שֶׁהֵם כְּבֵדוֹת,
יְדֵיהֶם כָּבְדוּ מִן הַצְּמִידִים וְצָרוּ צַעֲדֵיהֵם בַּצְעָדוֹת.

וְלֵב יִפְתֶּה וְיִשְׁכַּח אֶת זְקוּנָיו וְיִזְכּרֹ עוֹד יְלָדִים אוֹ יְלָדוֹת
בְּגַן עֵדֶן בְּמִצְרַיִם בְּפִישׁוֹן, בְּגַנּוֹת עַל שְׂפַת נָהָר וְשָׂדוֹת.
וְהַקָּמוֹת יְרַקְרַקּוֹת אֲדֻמּוֹת וְלְרִקְמוֹת מְלֻבָּשׁוֹת בְּגָדוֹת,
וְרוּחַ יָם תְּנִיפֵמוֹ, וְנִרְאוּ כְּמוֹ מִשְׁתַּחֲוֹת אֶל אֵל וּמוֹדוֹת.
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Shlomo ibn Gabbai was one of two 
young traveling companions who 
accompanied Yehuda Halevi from 
Spain to Egypt, where he remained 
devotedly by his side. The other was 
Halevi’s son-in-law, Yitzhak ibn Ezra, 
who informed Halevi in Fustat that he 
did not intend to return to his family 
in Spain. For Halevi, who had to blame 
his voyage for his daughter’s loss of 
her husband, this was a bitter blow. 
  Though humorous, Halevi’s tribute 
to Shlomo ibn Gabbai is heartfelt. A 
literal translation of its final Hebrew 
distich would be: “They said: ‘There is 
no manna in this world.’ I answered: ‘If 
there isn’t, there is manna’s brother.’”  
“Manna’s brother” is ah. i man, a pun 
on the biblical name Ahiman in the 
Book of Numbers. When a play on 
words can’t be gracefully conveyed in 
translation, the translator has to try 
something different in meaning but 
similar in spirit, which is what I sought 
to do here.

An ever-eastward wanderer,
Lone as a childless widower,
I’m asked, “How could you get along
Without the kindness of a helping hand?” 
“My luck,” I say, “is that a righteous man
Feeds me manna every day
That tastes like sweets and choice viands.”          
“Manna?” they say. “Don’t you anachronize?”
“Not,” I reply, “when it’s Ibn-Gabbai’s!”

בְּשׁוּטִי מַעְבְרוֹת מִזְרָח וְתֵימָן, יְחִידִי מִבְּלִי קָרוֹב כְּאַלְמָן,
שְׁאֵלוּנִי: “הֲתִצְטַיֵּד בְּלִי יָד וְאֵין חוֹמֵל לְרַעֲבוֹנְ� וְרַחְמָן?”

ר וְנֶאֱמָן עֲנִיתִים: “הַזְּמָן זִמֵּן לְיָדִי אֲחִי צֶדֶק וְאִישׁ יָשָׁ
אֲשֶׁר מָן יַאֲכִילֵנִי בְּכָל יוֹם וּמַטְעַמָּיו בְּפִי– מַמְתָּק וּמִשְׁמָן.”

וְאָמְרו: “אֵין בְּתֵבֵל מָן!” עֲנִיתִים: “וְאִם אֵין מָן בְּתֵבֵל– שָׁם אֲחִי מָן.” 
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בְּשׁוּטִי מַעְבְרוֹת מִזְרָח וְתֵימָן
On Shlomo ibn Gabbai
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Halevi boarded the ship that took him 
to the Land of Israel on May 7, 1141. 
Although he was wined and dined con-
stantly during his months in Egypt, not 
a single one of his hosts volunteered 
to travel with him to Palestine, whose 
Crusader rulers had a reputation for  
viciousness and were greatly feared. 
Having already parted angrily from 
Yitzhak ibn Ezra in Fustat, he now 
said goodbye to Shlomo ibn Gabbai, 
describing it in one of the simplest and 
most moving poems he ever wrote. 
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לְעֵת כָּזאֹת
On Boarding Ship in Alexandria 

At such a time, my eyes can’t hold 
The tears back any more.
They pour like hailstones, 
Hot from a storm-wracked heart.
To part from Yitzhak was the easy part, 
Even though the shock of it was rude.
But now that Shlomo is gone too, 
I’m left in solitude
With no hope of seeing anyone again. 
And that’s the last of all my friends from Spain!

לְעֵת כָּזאֹת תְּכַל עֵינִי וְתֵרַד וְתָשִׂים נַחֲלֵי דִמְעִי בְּמוֹרָד
אֲשֶׁר הִתְלַקְּחוּ בִיקוֹד לְבָבִי כְּהִתְלַקַּח יְקוֹד גַּחַל בְּבָרָד.
תְּמוֹל נָקַל פְּרדֹ יִצְחָק בְּעֵינַי, וְאִם יִתַּר לְבָבִי לוֹ וְחָרַד,

אֲבָל נָד מִמְּקוֹמוֹ עַל שְׁ�מהֹ אֲשֶׁר נָד וַעֲזָבַנִי מְפרָֹד.
אֲיָאֵשׁ מֵרְאוֹת אֲחִי וְרֵעַי– וְזֶה סוֹף כָּל יְדִידַי מִסְּפָרַד!
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Yehuda Halevi’s ship remained in 
port for a week after boarding its 
passengers, waiting for the east 
wind that was blowing to change 
to a westerly. Passengers were re-
quired to stay nearby and Halevi, 
unable to pay his friend Aharon 
el-Ammani a last visit, wrote him 
this poem.
  “Master Aaron” and his “unflag-
ging staff” are perfunctory allu-
sions to the biblical Aaron, whose 
name El-Ammani bore. Yet the 
poet’s wish that the east wind keep 
blowing is a startling confession of 
last-minute fear that the Land of 
Israel might prove to be a disap-
pointment. Always in the many 
poems written during his sea voy-
age, Halevi depicted the west wind 
as his ally, pushing him onward to 
his destination, and the east wind 
as a foe holding him back. Now, all 
this was reversed. Suddenly it was 
the west wind that was dreaded, 
threatening to bring Halevi to a 
land of torrid heat and icy cold in 
which he would not find his place, 
while Egypt, the “leafy tree” be-
neath which the poet had likened 
God’s presence in biblical times to 
a homeless traveler’s, now seemed 
like home—as indeed Aharon el-
Ammani’s grand mansion in Alex-
andria had been for many months.

Be still, you booming surf, enough to let
A pupil go to kiss his master’s cheek.
(That’s Master Aaron, whose unflagging staff 
The years have not made tremulous or weak.)
A teacher who never says, “The lesson’s done,”
A giver who never fears to give too much, 
He makes me bless the east wind’s wings today
And curse tomorrow’s gusts out of the west.
How can a man who feels as though a scorpion
Has stung him leave Gilead’s balm behind? 
How trade the shade of a grand, leafy tree
For winter’s ice and summer’s savagery,
The shelter of a masterly mansion
For the shriving of God’s rain and sun?

הֶרֶף שְׁאוֹן יָם עַד אֲשֶׁר יִקְרַבתַּ  לְמִיד וְיִשַּׁק אֶת פְּנֵי הָרָב.
יַד אַהֲרןֹ הָרָב, אֲשֶׁר שִׁבְטוֹ �א נָס נְעִים לֵחהֹ וְ�א חָרַב,
לִמֵּד וְ�א אָמַר לְפִיהוּ “הוֹן,” פִּזֵּר וְ�א אָמַר לְיָדוֹ “רַב.”
הַיּוֹם אֲנִי מוֹדֶה כְנַף מִזְרָח, כִּי מָחֳרָת אֶקּבֹ כְּנַף מַעְרָב,

אֵי� יַעֲזבֹ אִישׁ אֶת צְרִי גִלְעָד אַחְרָיו, וְהוּא חוֹלֶה נְשׁוּ� עַקְרַב,
אוֹ יַחלִיף אֶת צֵל עֲנַף עָבוֹת בַּחוֹם וּבַקֶּרַח וּבַשָּׁרָב,

חֵלֶף לְצֵל קוֹרַת נְוַת הָרַב צִלִּי מְעוֹן קִרְיָה לְמֶלֶ� רָב?
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הֶרֶף שְׁאוֹן יָם
On Parting from Aharon Al-Ammani 
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The wind, letters from the Cairo 
Geniza tell us, finally changed on May 
14, the day on which Halevi’s ship 
sailed. Since May 14, 1141, was the first 
day of the holiday of Shavu’ot, on 
which writing was forbidden (sailing 
on the holiday, on the other hand, 
was permitted by rabbinic law), we 
know that this poem could not have 
been written, as it was long thought 
to have been, on that day.  Rather, it 
must have been composed in similar 
circumstances en route to Egypt, in a 
North African port where, too, east 
winds had held up Halevi’s voyage. 
Yet there is nothing to keep us from 
imagining Halevi thinking of it as his 
ship raised its sails in Alexandria. Did 
his heart rebound as they went up, 
his doubts and fears drop away like 
the stage fright of an actor when the 
curtain rises? No more poems of his 
have survived to tell us. We know 
only, informed again by letters from 
the Geniza, that he died less than 
three months later, in July or early 
August, in the Land of Israel.

Spikenard-and-apple-tinged,
Winged from the west,
You, wind, 
Come not from the Cavern of Winds,
But from the storerooms of a spice merchant:
Scented like incense, 
Swift as a bird,
Bearing my freedom. 

How you were longed for
By those who rode
The sea’s back this far
While they bestrode
The deck of a bark!	

Stay not your hand from us now.
Fill our sails, long becalmed.
Stamp flat the depths.
Part the water in two.
Rest not till you reach the most sacred of mounts.
Rebuff the easterlies that stir the sea like a bubbling stew!

Now leashed, now loosed— 
What could a Lord-lashed prisoner do
But trust in him, 
Maker of mountains and winds, 
To send you?
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הַזֶה רוּחֲ� צַד מַעֲרָב רָקוּחַ
West Wind 

זֶה רוּחֲ� צַד מַעֲרָב רָקוּחַ,
הַנֵּרְדְּ בִּכְנָפָיו וְהַתַּפּוּחַ–

מֵאוֹצְרוֹת הָרכְֹלִים מוֹצָאֲ�
כִּי אֵינְ� מֵאוֹצְרוֹת הָרוּחַ.

כַּנְפֵי דְּרוֹר תָּנִיף וַתִּקְרָא לִי דְרוֹר
וּכְמָר־דְּרוֹר מִן הַצְּרוֹר לָקוּחַ.

מַה־נִּכְסְפוּ לָ� עָם אֲשֶׁר בִּגְלָלְ�
רָכְבוּ בְגַב יָם עֲלֵי גַּב־לוּחַ!
אַל נָא תְרַפֶּה יָדְ� מִן הָאֳנִי

כִּי יַחֲנֶה הַיּוֹם וְכִי יָפוּחַ,
וּרְקַע תְּהוֹם וּקְרַע לְבַב יַמִּים, וְגַע

אֶל הַרְרֵי קדֶֹשׁ וְשָׁם תָּנוּחַ,
וּגְעַר בְּקָדִים הַמְסָעֵר יָם עֲדֵי
יָשִׂים לְבַב הַיָּם כְּסִיר נָפוּחַ!

מַה יַעֲשֶׂה אָסוּר בְּיַד הַצּוּר אֲשֶׁר
פַּעַם יְהִי עָצוּר וְעֵת שָׁלוּחַ?

אַ� סוֹד שְׁאֵלָתִי בְּיַד מָרוֹם, וְהוּא
יוֹצֵר מְרוֹם הָרִים וּבוֹרֵא רוּחַ.
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The Hebrew Types of Guillaume Le Bé

From 1559 through 1565, the punchcutter Guillaume Le Bé made 
a series of Hebrew types that he sold to the Antwerp printer 
Christophe Plantin, who would use them in the magnificent 
Polyglot Bible, regarded as one of the masterpieces of typographic 
art. Le Bé (1525–1598), who had learned his craft with the Paris 
printer Robert Estienne, had become a specialist in “oriental” 
languages, especially Hebrew. Settling in Venice by 1546, he 
produced types for some of the earliest printed editions of the 
Talmud and other Judaic works for the printers Marc’Antonio 
Giustiniani, Meir de Parenzo, and others. The types sold to 
Plantin are Le Bé’s most mature work and, as such, are among 
the finest of the Golden Age of Hebrew printing—bold, elegant, 
spirited, and easy to read. 

The Hebrew types used here are digital versions of Le Bé’s types 
made by Matthew Carter and Scott-Martin Kosofsky. They 
are very close renderings of two sizes of the original types, the 
larger gros double canon, and the texte, both of which survive at 
the Plantin-Moretus Museum, in Antwerp. This is their début 
appearance. Historical type forms have not played a significant 
role in modern Hebrew typography, as they have in Latin types, 
but we hope this might inspire further interest. The other 
types used in this e-book are Garamond Small Text, by Robert 
Slimbach, and Trinité, by Bram de Does.
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