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By the tenth century, therefore, some two and a half centuries after the rise of Islam, 
Jews had made a total and largely effortless transition from Aramaic to Arabic and 
now used Arabic, not only in daily speech but for nearly everything they wrote. This 
prepared them to share lock, stock, and barrel in the high culture of Islamic society. 
Islam came into contact with the science, medicine, and philosophy of the Greco-
Roman world centuries earlier than European Christendom. Translated early on 
into Arabic, these works gave rise to what the German scholar Adam Mez  famously 
called “Die Renaissance des Islams.”16 Jews of the Fertile Crescent , the heartland of 
the Islamic Empire and the fi rst center of the new Arabic science, medicine, and 
philosophy, had both access to and interest in the translated texts read by Muslim 
intellectuals. This facilitated the cultural convivencia of the Judeo-Arabic world, 
which began in the eastern Islamic domains and spread to the Muslim West. It led 
to Jewish adoption of philosophy, science, and medicine—philosophy serving as a 
handmaiden of religious truths, as it did for Islamic philosophers themselves. 

 See 
Chapter IV of 
Part IV.

The Bible translated into Arabic by Saadia Gaon in the tenth century. Egyptian manuscript copy, fi rst pages of 
the book Psalms, 1584–85. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, ms. or., Arabic 1, fol. 232 and 233 verso. 
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  Prologue

The Arabic and Islamic “renaissance” laid the groundwork for other Jewish cultural 
innovations. The Bible was translated into Arabic. Hebrew as a language began 
to be studied “scientifi cally,” so to speak, using linguistic tools in vogue among 
Arab grammarians. But nearly everything Jews wrote they wrote in Arabic, and 
this was not limited to philosophy, for which Hebrew entirely lacked a vocabulary. 
Poetry, the major exception, was composed in Hebrew, but it, too, bore the stamp 
of Arabic culture. 
Arabic poets prided themselves in writing in the language of their Holy Scripture, 
the Qur’an, believing Arabic to be the most beautiful of all languages. Jews followed 
suit by choosing biblical Hebrew for their poetry, asserting the wonderment and 
uniqueness of the language of their own scripture. The social setting for this new 
poetry also followed the Arabic model. The poems were recited and sung in gardens, 
like the gardens of the caliph’s palace or of private homes, the physical setting for 
Arabic poetry. Jews continued to compose religious poetry for the synagogue, but 
it, too, employed biblical Hebrew and Arabic meter, and borrowed themes from 
Islamic pietistic thought.17 Poetry in the Arabic mode, and the way of living that 
accompanied it, led many Hebrew poets, especially in their later years, to question 
the frivolities of their youth.18 Judah Halevi  represents the most extreme example of 
this rejection of the Golden Age; toward the end of his life he abandoned his native 
Spain  and embarked on a pious pilgrimage to the Holy Land.19

One of the greatest rabbis of the Middle Ages, Saadia Gaon  (d. 942), rightly called 
the “father” of Judeo-Arabic culture, wrote poetry. He served as head of the great 
yeshiva located in Baghdad, one of the two most important religious centers for 
Jews throughout the Islamic domains. He composed the fi rst comprehensive Jewish 
prayer book, writing the directions for the worshipper in Arabic (the prayers, of 
course, remained in their original Hebrew) and including poems of his own. Saadia 
also compiled monographs on Jewish law in Arabic, as did other geonim, or heads 
of the yeshiva. Even the supposedly sacrosanct realm of Jewish law was not immune 
to Islamic infl uence. In fact, in the works of some scholars, the entire structure of 
Jewish legal discourse was altered in accordance with Islamic categories, while some 
of the content of Islamic law infl uenced Jewish legal thought as well.20 Saadia  was 
also a pioneer in applying Greco-Arabic rational philosophic categories to Jewish 
thought in a systematic way, adopting current methods from Islamic theologians.21 
Maimonides  (1138–1204), the acme of Judeo-Arabic philosophy, strove to make 
Judaism compatible with neo-Aristotelian philosophy.22

Other religious developments within Judaism also drew inspiration from Islam. The 
Karaite movement—the fi rst oppositional movement in Judaism since the ascen-
dancy of the Talmudic rabbinic scholars in late antiquity over the Sadducees—arose 
in the eastern Islamic world at just about the same time and in the same place that 
Shi‘ism began to fl ourish, in opposition to the dominant Sunni “orthodoxy.”23 Later 
on, Sufi  pietism exerted a powerful infl uence on Jewish religious thought and prac-

 See Nota 
bene, Saadia 

Gaon, 
pp. 758-761.

 See article 
by Phillip 

Ackerman 
Lieberman, 

pp. 683-693.
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tice as early as the eleventh century in Spain  and then, beginning in the early thir-
teenth century, in Egypt . Abraham , the son of Maimonides  (d. 1237), was a “Jewish 
Sufi ,” as were his descendants, the leaders of the Jewish community in Egypt , for 
several more generations.24 
The Arabic language gave Jews entrance to the corridors of Muslim power and made 
possible the remarkable careers of such luminaries as Samuel ha-Nagid ibn Naghrela  
in the eleventh century, head of the Jewish community, poet, Talmudist, and vizier 
of Granada  (the father of the Jewish vizier assassinated in 1066), as well as scores 
of other Jewish denizens of Islamic courts, many of whom occupy pages in Islamic 
chronicles. Other dignitaries, as well as merchants, less well known because they did 
not leave books behind, but whose quotidian lives are described in minute detail in 
the documents of the Cairo Geniza, are no less important as Jewish exemplars of the 
Jewish-Muslim coexistence that reigned for several centuries during the Islamic high 
Middle Ages. For such illustrious fi gures in the Jewish elite, those centuries were 
indeed a Golden Age.

1.   Much of the fi rst part of this essay relies on my book Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984; new edition with new introduction and afterword, 2008) . Much 
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5.    The clarion call of danger from Muslim exploitation of the myth of Islamic tolerance was sounded in an essay 
by British historian Cecil Roth in the Zionist Organization of America’s New Palestine (October 4, 1946), and in 
the British Zionist Jewish Forum in the same month. The essay was virtually forgotten until it was reprinted by the 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), in the “Myths and Facts” supplement to its Near East Report, 
shortly after the Six-Day War of June 1967. Coincidentally, at exactly the same time as the Roth essay (September 
1967), a more conciliatory article appeared in the magazine the Jewish Spectator, by Trude Weiss-Rosmarin, entitled 
“Toward Jewish-Muslim Dialogue.”
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1964), 59–63.
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