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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.”'® Jews of the Fertile Crescent, the heartland of
the Islamic Empire and the first 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.

The Bible translated into Arabic by Saadia Gaon in the tenth century. Egyptian manuscript copy, first pages of
the book Psalms, 1584-85. Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale de France, ms. or., Arabic 1, fol. 232 and 233 verso.
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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 “scientifically,” 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 Quran, 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.”” 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.'® 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.”

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 first 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 influence. 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 influenced Jewish legal thought as well.* 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.!
Maimonides (1138-1204), the acme of Judeo-Arabic philosophy, strove to make
Judaism compatible with neo-Aristotelian philosophy.*

Other religious developments within Judaism also drew inspiration from Islam. The
Karaite movement—the first 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 flourish, in opposition to the dominant Sunni “orthodoxy.”? Later
on, Sufi pietism exerted a powerful influence on Jewish religious thought and prac-

36

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

The “Golden Age” of Jewish-Muslim Relations: Myth and Reality e

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.

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 figures in the Jewish elite, those centuries were

indeed a Golden Age.

1. Much of the first 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
of the second part draws on my article “The ‘Convivencia’ of Jews and Muslims in the High Middle Ages,” in 7he
Meeting of Civilizations: Muslim, Christian, and Jewish, ed. Moshe Ma‘oz (Brighton, UK: Sussex Academic Press,
2009), 54-65.

2. For a discussion of the debate over convivencia and its corollary, the tension between tolerance and intolerance
in Spanish history, of which the Jewish thesis was a part, see Alex Novikoff, “Between Tolerance and Intolerance in
Medieval Spain: An Historiographic Enigma,” Medieval Encounters 11 (2005): 7-36.

3. This insight was first expressed, as far as I know, by Bernard Lewis in his essay “The Pro-Islamic Jews,” Judaism
17 (1968): 402: “The myth was invented by Jews in 19th century Europe as a reproach to Christians—and taken up
by Muslims in our time as a reproach to Jews.”

4. See the representative sample of books in Arabic and other languages by Arabs and others treating the subject of
the Jews of Islam, often apologetically, mentioned in the notes in chapter 1 of my Under Crescent and Cross.

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.”

6. See his “Ghetto and Emancipation,” Menorah Journal 14, no. 6 (June 1928): 51526, at the end; reprinted in the
Menorah Treasury: Harvest of Half a Century, ed. Leo W. Swartz (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America,
1964), 59-63.

7. Mark R. Cohen, “The Neo-Lachrymose Conception of Jewish-Arab History,” Tikkun (May/June, 1991): 55-60;
also “Islam and the Jews: Myth, Counter-Myth, History,” Jerusalem Quarterly, no. 38 (1986): 125-37; and Under
Crescent and Cross, chapter 1.

8. Of her many books, Le Dhimmi: Profil de l'opprimé en Orient et en Afrique de Nord depuis la conquéte arabe (Paris:
Anthropos, 1980) is representative.

9. For a thoughtful discussion of Islam’s pluralistic approach to religion, grounded in the Qur’an, see Abdulaziz
Sachedina, The Islamic Roots of Democratic Pluralism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). See also
Heribert Busse, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity: Theological and Historical Affiliations (Princeton, NJ: Markus
Wiener, 1998), 33-35. Part 4 of my Under Crescent and Cross discusses sociological factors underlying this Islamic
pluralism.

37

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu

See article
by Elisha
Russ-
Fishbane,
pp. 856-864.

See Nota
bene, Samuel
ibn Naghrela,
pp. 132-133.

See Nota
bene, The
Cairo Geniza,
pp. 99-101.



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

e Prologue

10. This is the view of Antoine Fattal, Le statut légal des non-Musulmans en pays d’Islam (Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholique, 1958), 67.

11. On the Byzantine origins of stipulations in Islamic law, see A. Fattal, Le statut légal des non-Musulmans en pays
d’Islam. On the Sasanian roots, see Milka Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: From Surrender to
Coexistence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), chapter 5.

12. See Roy P. Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1980), 108—15; Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross, 246.

13. See Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross, chapter 6, and, regarding frequent non-Muslim recourse to Islamic reli-
gious courts, Uriel I. Simonsohn, A Common Justice: The Legal Allegiance of Christians and Jews under Early Islam
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).

14. Among the many discussions of this episode is Moshe Perlmann, “Eleventh-Century Andalusian Authors on
the Jews of Granada,” Proceedings of the American Academy of Jewish Research 18 (1948—1949): 843-61. The poem
is handily accessible in Bernard Lewis’s translation in Olivia Remie Constable, ed., Medieval Iberia: Readings from
Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 96-99; excerpts from
the main Arabic and Jewish sources about the event, translated by Amin T. Tibi and Gerson D. Cohen, respectively,
are also found there. The Hebrew source, like the Arabic chronicle and the Arabic poem, share the view that Joseph
acted high-handedly while in office.

15. For a discussion of persecutions of Jews under Islam, see Under Crescent and Cross, chapter 10.

16. Adam Mez, Die Renaissance des Islams (Heidelberg: Winter, 1922). The book has been translated into many
languages.

17. This later phenomenon is discussed thoroughly by Raymond P. Scheindlin in The Song of the Distant Dove:
Judah Halevi’s Pilgrimage (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). The corpus of fifty-five Geniza documents relating
to Halevi was published, with a long commentary by Moshe Gil and Ezra Fleischer, Yehudah ha-Levi u-vene pugo: 55
teudot min ha-Genizah (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 2001).

18. Ross Brann, The Compunctious Poet: Cultural Ambiguity and Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1991).

19. Raymond Scheindlin, The Song of the Distant Dove. The more common view, that Halevi was a “proto-Zionist,”
is forcefully reiterated in a recent biography by Hillel Halkin, Yehuda Halevi (New York: Schocken, 2010).

20. The influence of formal features of Islamic law on Judaism has been the subject of much scholarship, while the
most important work on the influence of the content of Islamic law on the Jewish legists has been dominated by the
fruitful investigations of Gideon Libson, for example, “Islamic Influence on Medieval Jewish Law? Sepher ha-Arevut
(Book of Surety) of Rav Shmuel ben Hofni Gaon and Its Relationship to Islamic Law,” Studia Islamica 73 (1990):
5-23, and his Jewish and Islamic Law: A Comparative Study of Custom during the Gaonic Period (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2003).

21. A succinct introduction to Jewish philosophy in the Muslim world is found in Daniel H. Frank and Oliver
Leaman, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003).

22. Of the many works about Maimonides and his works, see, recently, Joel L. Kraemer, Maimonides: The Life and
World of One of Civilization’s Greatest Minds (New York: Doubleday, 2008).

23. An excellent overview of the “Karaite problem” in Jewish historiography is Meira Polliack, “Medieval Karaism,”
in Martin Goodman, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), chapter 12.
A refined treatment of the relations between Karaites and Rabbanites, particularly as reflected in the documents of the
Cairo Geniza, is contained in Marina Rustow, Heresy and the Politics of Community: The Jews of the Fatimid Caliphate
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008).

24. The foremost scholar of the Sufi phenomenon in Judaism is Paul Fenton. See his chapter, “Judaism and Sufism,”
in Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003).

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu





