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Abstract

This edition of Hebrew laments (ginot) by
Judah ben David Ibn Yahya is based on MS
Firkovicz Evr. 1.165, a valuable source for
becoming acquainted with unknown compo-
sitions that do not bear the hallmarks of later
adaptations and alternations. Judah ben David
Ibn Yahya (ca. 1365 — ca. 1420) was one of
the many prominent descendants of the re-
nowned Ibn Yahya / Ya‘ish families who were
active and productive in Spain, Portugal, and
the Ottoman Empire. His ginot occasionally
mention the incidents that occurred during
the summer of 1391 in detail. There are also
allusions to the growing intolerance towards
Iberian Jewry as a result of forced disputations
and mass conversions during the 15th century.
As an elegist, Judah Ibn Yahya almost exclu-
sively survived in this manuscript, combining
conventional characteristics of the qinah genre
with a unique personal style.
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Resumen

La presente edicion de los lamentos hebreos
o ginot de Juda Ibn Yahya se basa en el MS
Firkovicz Evr. 1.165, una valiosa fuente para
familiarizarse con composiciones desconoci-
das, que no presentan las caracteristicas de las
adaptaciones y alternancias posteriores. Juda
ben David Ibn Yahya (c.a. 1365 — c.a. 1420)
fue uno de los muchos descendientes desta-
cados de las renombradas familias Ibn Yahya/
Ya'ish, activas y productivas en Espafia, Portu-
gal y el Imperio Otomano. Sus qinot mencio-
nan ocasionalmente con detalle los incidentes
ocurridos en el verano de 1391. También hay
alusiones a la creciente intolerancia hacia la
juderia ibérica como consecuencia de las dis-
putas forzadas y las conversiones masivas du-
rante el siglo XV. Como autor de elegias, Juda
Ibn Yahya ha sobrevivido casi exclusivamente
en este manuscrito, en el que se combinan las
caracteristicas convencionales del género qi-
nah con un estilo personal tnico.

Palabres clave: Ibn Yahya; lamento hebreo;
ginah; judaismo ibérico; 1391.
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1. Introduction’

The various ancient lament traditions set a model for the Hebrew dirge or qinah up
to the 15"-century in Spain. By that time, the qinah had already been a well-established
genre, maintaining itself in various branches of medieval Jewish liturgy. Resulting from
frequent tragedies that befell Franco-German Jewry, qinah- or selihah-type elegies and
threnodies had a relevance in the Ashkenazic world that was unmatched by its Sefardic
counterpart®. However, also Iberian ginot, with direct references to the occasions on
which they were recited, could have gradually become part of the standard liturgy,
particularly on fast days like the Seventeenth of Tammuz and Ninth of Av, commemo-
rating the conquest of Jerusalem and lamenting the destruction of the First and Second
Temples?. There is an interval of three weeks between the two fast days, which is a tra-
ditional period of mourning and fasting, during which the three Sabbaths of Retribution
play an important role. These Sabbaths are based on Haftarot reading and are referred to
as Divrei (Jer. 1:1), Shim ‘u (Jer. 2:4), and Eykhah (Lam. 1:1) or Hazon (Is. 1:1). Later
the Sefardic Diaspora included ancient and new qginot in the liturgies of North Africa
and the Near East, each with their own generic characteristics*.

The thematic components of the liturgical qinot as well as selihot usually show a
strong coherence and generally the poet or hymnist follows a fixed set of themes, based
upon Scriptural and related Midrashic material. The Spanish-Hebrew dirges of the 15%
century kept close to the thematic patterns of earlier examples, but they were less in line
with the conventions of ancient piyyutic genres, showing adjustments to the tradition
of the Andalusian muwassahat in their structural and prosodic features®. During this
period, the religious-cultural context of Hebrew poetry was restricted to the activities
of a relatively small circle of composers who wrote primarily for their communities or

1. This study could not have been completed without the groundbreaking research of Joseph Yahalom, 1988: 337-348;
Yahalom, 1999: 273-286; Brann, 1994: 45-61; Van Bekkum, 2001: 156-170. My thanks are due to Prof. Dr. Monica
Colominas Aparicio, Prof. Dr. Naoya Katsumata, and Prof. Dr. Geert Jan van Gelder for their help and advice.

2. Tigay, 1976: 125-144; German scholars representing Wissenschaft des Judentums focused mainly on the Hebrew
poetry of Islamic Spain with special attention to Judah Halevi (1075-1141) and his famous qinah oi2%% *>xwn X237 19°%
7708: Davidson, 1928: 33-48; Schmidt, 1996: 144-162; Hollender, 2016: 248-262.

3. The destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE and Second Temple in 70 CE assumably occurred on the same date,
as in Mishnah 7 ‘anit 4:6: “On the Ninth of Ab, it was decreed that our ancestors should not enter the land; the Temple
was destroyed the first and the second time”, BT Rosh Hashanah 18b: “On the Ninth of Ab the Temple was destroyed
both the first time and the second time, and Bethar was captured and the city [Jerusalem] was ploughed.”

4. The Arabic-Persian terminology rita’, plur. martah, martiya (plur. maratr) was adopted to indicate the Hebrew or
Judeo-Arabic ginah in the Ottoman period. These terms refer to forms of lament in Arabic and Urdu literature, associated
with mourning and grief, and sometimes with vengeance, in the context of Islamic traditions; in Shi‘a Islam martiya is
commonly used to express sorrow and lamentation with regard to the martyrdom of revered figures.

5. Braune, 1993: 1930-1941; Schippers, 2011: 1-14.
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aljamas. The general tendency to emphasize the negative aspects of the 15" century
obscures, to some extent, the fact that these aljamas enjoyed a long tradition of eco-
nomic and cultural prosperity that they expected to continue. Jewish resilience cannot
be denied, judging by the way in which they dealt with forced disputes and conversions
from their ranks. At a regional or local level, we find examples of thriving Jewish com-
munities that were able to support themselves because of a combination of factors®.

As a communal ethnic entity, the aljamas may, at the time, have been a representa-
tion of a complex culture that united components from its rich past and current trends,
as reflected in the biographies of composers and their poetic oeuvres. A prime example
is Solomon ben Reuben Bonafed (ca. 1390-after 1445), about whom we are poorly
informed, but what we know is drawn largely from his poems and epistles’. Bonafed
belonged to the upper echelons of Aragonese Jewry, and at a young age, he joined a
circle that Moritz Steinschneider described as ‘Poeten und Polemiker in Nordspanien
um 1400’3, He attended the infamous Disputation of Tortosa (1413-1414), and expe-
rienced the mass conversion of fellow Jews with whom he generally maintained good
contact’. Bonafed’s biting criticism of contemporaries offers unique insights into the
articulated composition of the Saragossa aljama. He became resentful of its authorities
because, in 1445, he was publicly excommunicated by the local leader, Rabbi Joshua
Galuf Ibn Joseph, who originated from Sicilia. In his polemical poems, Bonafed calls
Rabbi Joshua a hypocrite and demagogue, accusing him of mismanagement, fraud,
and dishonest behavior . Despite his difficult relationship with those in power, he was
productive in writing letters and composing verse, and his involvement in Hebrew lin-
guistics and poetics was notable ''.

Particularly the riots of 1391 and the increasing pressure from ecclesiastical and
secular authorities are reflected in a number of ginot, sometimes closely linked to the
dramatic echoes of those times in contemporary and later Spanish-Hebrew literature 1.
A processing of historical events in Jewish lament tradition is not a novelty of the 15™
century; for instance, five centuries earlier Joseph Ibn Al-Santos Ibn Abitur lamented
the decrees of Caliph Al-Hakim ITI against the Jewish communities of Palestine 1. The

6. Meyerson, 2004: Focusing on the town of Morvedre in the kingdom of Valencia, Meyerson shows how and why
this Jewish community revived and flourished in the wake of 1391. Drawing on a wide array of archival documentation,
including Inquisition records, he argues that Morvedre saw a Jewish ‘renaissance’ which may seem a pretentious term
for the favorable local conditions he describes; Gampel, 2008: 409-411; Assis, 1990: 145-148; Castano, 1997: 379-392.

7. Gutwirth, 1978: 59-102; Saenz-Badillos, 2000: 343-380; Saenz-Badillos, 2009: 167-183; Olivan Prats, 2020;
Salvatierra, 2020: 203-205; Mabhler, 2021: 270-273; Garcia Arévalo, 2021: 1-4; Alfonso, 2022: 325-326.

8. Steinschneider, 1874: 95-97.

9. Gross, 1993: 35-61; Gutwirth, 1993: 97-121.

10. Schirmann, 1946: 8-64; Gutwirth, 1985: 23-53; Olivan Prats, 2006: 69-88; Olivan Prats, 2014: 214-236. Social
conflicts in Saragossa were an older phenomenon: Baer, 1966: 55-64; Talmage, 1979: 337-364.

11. Olivan Prats, 2010: 243-278.

12. The literature on the anti-Jewish uproar in 1391 and its aftermath is extensive. What follows is a representative
selection: Wolf, 1971: 4-18; MacKay, 1972: 33-67; Mitre Fernandez, 1994; Ben-Shalom, 2001: 227-282; Roth, 2011:
19-48,49-75; Guerson de Oliveira, 2012; Harvey, 2020: 54-66; Gampel, 2016; Agresta, 2017: 320-341; Yahalom, 2021:
879-902; Yahalom, 2022: 236-255.

13. Schirmann, 1954: 64-65: 1in7 292 19°% *2¥ 1799 03] 0% 13; Yahalom-Katsumata 2019: 29-40; Yahalom-Katsumata,
2024: 13-69.
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incidents that occurred in the summer of 1391 were sometimes mentioned in detail '*.
Composers of such ‘historical ginot’ turned their poetic reference to the disorders of
1391 into a historical symbol of the Jewish fate, while they opted for a rather fixed
pattern by presenting a sequence of cities. One outstanding qinah of that kind is "2
R om 287 "n7m (“Come back [into the fold], my unique one, to the living God, my
Redeemer”) by a composer named Solomon (possibly Solomon ben David Ibn Yahya).
This ginah was previously published by Schirmann but was re-edited in 2010 with
many emendations and additions '°. The verses contain the names of nineteen cities with
renowned Jewish communities that suffered immensely from conversion and persecu-
tion, and quite a few allusions have been made to the attitudes of Christians, Jews, and
conversos '°.

2. Judah ben David Ibn Yahya

A most notable poet is Judah ben David Ibn Yahya (ca. 1365 — ca. 1420), one of
the many prominent descendants of the renowned Ibn Yahya / Ya‘ish families . Judah
was born in Toledo, and together with his brother Solomon he emigrated to Portugal in
the calamitous year 1391 3. He composed a significant number of qinot of considerable
fame such as °n3In oY 22 WnY, recited before the Barikh she-amar prayer . David Ibn

14. The poet Yehiel Ben-Harosh from Toledo witnessed the troubles in the summer of 1391 and was the only survivor
of his family. His poetic oeuvre is small but intense in wording: David, 1986: 21-34 (qinot); Roth, 1948: 123-150; Del
Valle, 2011: 77-113.

15. Schirmann, 1940: 25-74; Pagis, 1968: 355-373; Yahalom-van Bekkum, 2010: 69-83.

16. The sequence of place names does not appear to be coincidental; rather, it may reflect the actual track of anti-
Jewish violence in 1391, as it was perceived or remembered in the period after 1391, perhaps even at a later point
Ubeda, Baeza, Carmona, Magrit (Madrid), Illescas, Cuenca, Logrofio, Cornago, Yanguas, Barcelona, Valencia, Lerida,
Gerona, and Majorca. The relation of poetry to history is ambiguous, that is, in theory, the two are distinct. On poesia
and istorica in contemporary Castilian poetics: Lawrance, 1980:101-122.

17. Carmoly, 1850: 12-13. On p. 12 Carmoly refers to a well-known qginah (Davidson 1192°; MS Lissabon, Biblioteca
Nacional de Portugal, Iluminado 3, fol. 33v, no. 54 — ed. Bernstein, 1957: no. 101):

Y32 / 'ﬁ‘?Q 1770& IR RN m‘nt;/ N /m‘::; VDWN nya" ‘3;’_7 o / 77'}77: TYIN IR ‘DRUL‘IZ} D’? / TND Arial) wy ‘7}(1‘27‘7 bsh
7990 / [..]/ TI0 TN TN ON2922 7IR1 /902 2w 03] DU 221 21 7i7 / 7173 02 1773) Ninswn’ 1220 / 8 2 03 AR OX NI
.7i02 QY ImY Y7 $33 WK/ 790 TV AR mohn Tid

On the origins of the family name Ibn Yahya / Ya‘Tsh: Laredo, 1978; Birnbaum, 2021: 967-968; Menton-Dekel, 1996.

18. Carmoly has a different account: 1850: 18: “Apparently, Rabbi Judah did not go to Portugal, but rather lived all
his days in the land of Spain, and there he fathered sons and daughters. And to his posterity undoubtedly belonged Rabbi
Todros Ibn Yahya, who lived in Gironde in the year 170 of the sixth millennium (5170 = 1410), who was sent from there
on an emissary of the community to dispute with Joshua Ha-Lorki, in the year 1413 according to the counting of the
Christians, which is 5173 according to the counting of the Israelites. And the afore-mentioned Don Solomon Ibn Yahya,
he also had sons and daughters, and he named them Gedalyah, David, etc. And he raised him in Torah and worship, and
the Lord granted them a clever and wise heart”

LR ' 01TV °20 PO N9 T WATAY .M 0712 TV o ,7790 7R Y 9272 aK *2 2"RNLD? AT 20 '|‘7.'l X7 IR0 ’D‘?)
NWAN RITY ,07IRIT 17317 3N AR MW R0 VRN OV DAY 2Apn MMOw awn 0w, wwa 9982 VP NI TN 0 WK
TR 93 AMNA PV mR T N T ,T("?U oAw QW™ NI %12 X 03 7 fabish i ekisiib] hiaplin mm ORI 512 (0015 bRl 099X
0o 21 2% 072 101 'M). This description of the two brothers does not match the biographical information about Iudas
Negro ben David Ibn Yahya, the supposedly “black Jewish leader” from Iberia who served Queen Philippa, the consort
of Jodo I. Jacobs-Ochser, 1906: 581, identifies this Judah ben David with Judah Ibn Yahya.

19. Davidson 1799w, no. pp in MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165, no. 29 in this edition, with explicit references to the events
of 1391: “In particular there was much wailing in the disastrous year 5151, When the community of Seville was ruined
as well as many others in Castile. And the communities of all Andalusia, in the Provenge evil intruded, in Catalonia there
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Yahya (1440-1524), son of Judah’s brother Solomon, was equally trained in Hebrew
language and poetics. In 1506 he published a treatise on the rules of Hebrew meter
(Shegel Ha-Qodesh) and grammar (Leshon Limmiidim), noticeably influenced by David
Kimhi and Profayt Duran?.

The ginot of Judah Ibn Yahya are for the most part constructed in a pseudo-
muwassaha manner without any persistent metrical structure, usually including an
opening couplet and stanzas with assonance, alliteration and alternating thyme schemes.
Judah’s language is primarily scriptural and barely relies on Talmudic or Midrashic
idioms. Occasionally one finds in the headings references to the melodies of particular
songs in a Romance language?'. A striking feature of Judah’s compositions is the pecu-
liar way of inserting name acrostics in combination with alphabetical acrostics, often al-
ternating with explicit references to his first name, the name of his father, and his family
name. The names lend themselves to a kind of wordplay based on their double meaning.
Judah is the name of the composer and the tribe or people of Judah. Ben David is the
name of his father (which in a number of cases is provided with the predicate ha-Rav)
and a designation for the Messiah. Yahya can be read as yihyeh (“he will live”), and as
yehayyeh (“he will give life”). This deliberately intended ambiguity characterizes Judah
Ibn Yahya’s qinot and somewhat facilitates the identification of his oeuvre .

This edition of the ginot by Judah Ibn Yahya is based on MS Firkovicz Evr. [.165, a
valuable source for becoming acquainted with unknown ginot that do not bear the usual
hallmarks of later adaptations and alternations*. MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 belongs to
the First Collection of the Russian Karaite scholar Abraham Firkovicz (1786-1874),
now in the National Library (formerly Saltykov-Shchedrin State Public Library) of St
Petersburg. The Firkovicz collection has enormously enriched our knowledge of Judeo-
Arabic grammar and exegesis, and Spanish-Hebrew poetry is amply represented in it.
MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 contains sixty leaves, and according to Joseph Yahalom, 118
incipits are enumerated, of which only twenty-three are known from other sources .
However, the MS is incomplete, and may have originally included another 130 poems
(the MS starts to count from No. 123 to the last composition, No. 246). The colophon

was looting, Aragon was caught together with them.” Carmoly mentions the following incipit (p. 12): [R¥1n] &> 77
7wnn X7 021 Awan. This ginah can be found in MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 (no. Xopp). Judah ben David Ibn Yahya also
composedX121 TR W 3 X172 WK 92X 9% (Davidson 3367x; Benayahu, Baggashot and Piyyutim, fol. 18a-19a, fol. 24b-
27a; Oxford MS heb.f.99/24, fol. 29v-30v; Paris BNF MS hebr.858, fol. 225a-257b), and >w17 7» *292 KX (Davidson
1887x) with explicit references to the persecutions of 1391 in Seville, Andalusia, Castile, Provence, and Aragon; see
Landshuth, 1863: 67.

20. The treatise Shegel Ha-Qodesh is commonly attributed to Solomon ben Jacob Almoli (ca. 1485 — ca. 1542):
Aloni, 1941: 192-198; Yalon, 1965; Del Valle, 1988: 138-140, 390-399; Schippers, 2001: 172-173; Lewenthal, 2019:
553; David, 2014: 15-39.

21. Seroussi, 2005: 385-411.

22. A double interpretation can be described in European literature as a double entendre or a Doppelsinnwitz, which
may be called in Arabic tham (‘deceit’, also ‘suggestion’) as well as a form of tajnis, coming close to the term tawriya
in the narrow sense that two interpretations are equally acceptable: Bonebakker, 1966: 9-23; Van Gelder, 2012: 318-324;
Rizzo, 2020; Rizzo, 2021: 31-50.

23. The ginot of Judah Ibn Yahya in MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 are partly clustered in groups: nos. 3pp-0opp ,Xpp-2%p;
for a similar issue: Bernstein, 2022: 159-171.

24. See footnote 1; NLI Catalogue, Ktiv Project, SP RNL EVR I 165, 1817, F49004, F50894.


https://revistaseug.ugr.es/index.php/meahhebreo

I MEAH HEBREO ® TEXTOS
I'6 van Bekkum, W. J. | The Hebrew Laments (Qinot) of Judah ben David Ibn Yahya (MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165)

states that the copyist is Jacob bar Moshe, about whom nothing is known, but whose
handwriting quality is highly professional .

MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 seems close to MS Parma, De Rossi 1192, Biblioteca Pa-
latina di Parma, but the latter manuscript shows traces of censorship because some
phrases have been erased or adapted?®. A striking example is Tin 779872 039> 738 7V X712
wping no (“O Creator, how shall Your dove remain in the toils of the fowler’s snare?”
— 2751), a qinah recited in the Sefardic tradition on the Ninth of Av or the preceding
Sabbath?’. The censored strophe reads: 7Y 2128 2°77 ,AYNR X0 DXy %Y ¥y
2IR% 2973 ,7YI3 19702 722 PY2 ,avahn (“They counsel against her, she is incurable;
cruel strangers have weakened her; by her heavy yoke in disgrace and shame, great is
my suffering”). However, the original wording is as follows: ,7¢ X7 nivy 7>y o3y
"2iR9M 2173 ,AY2 07 PR 0D 017 12 28,0 020K 0°721v7 o) (“They counsel against
her, she is incurable; the strangers who worship three idols; father, son, and spirit, for
they have no shame, great is my suffering”). Usually, composers abhorred the Christian
concept of Trinitarianism, which they considered as an abominable idolatry. Their main
concern was the question of why Jews would have to accept this false doctrine and enter
into incorrect worship. The expressions “incurable”, “weakened”, and “yoke” seem
to imply the persistent pressure upon Jews to convert to Catholicism, and the absence
of prominent leaders to defend the Jewish communities against religious and political
oppression.

Additionally, the most comprehensive collection of ginot includes no less than 299
compositions in one and the same manuscript, although scattered in three different col-
lections: (1) MS Lissabon, Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal, [luminado 3 (first part with
64 leaves)?; (2) MS Add.20.747, Oriental Library (British Library), London (middle
part with 39 leaves)?’; (3) MS Evora, Biblioteca Ptiblica de Evora, Cod. CXXIV/2-
47d (last part with 7 leaves)*°. These manuscripts have several ginot (not belonging to
Judah’s oeuvre) in common with MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165 with some variant readings
in their transmission. Given the challenging times in which these Iberian qinot were
composed and partially integrated into the liturgical calendar, the here presented pur-
poseful poetry of Judah Ibn Yahya is indicative of the special encumbrances in 14"- and
15"-century Spain.

25. The colophon (fol. 607) reads: on PXI[2/5] 2>NRP Awn M2 2pY° 1907 ORI W2 07W XN2? Maw a2wn on — ‘Finis;
Praise to the Creator of the World; Blessed be the Lord forever, Amen, Amen; Thus spoke the scribe Jacob son of R.
Moses; Castil(lo de Santa Catalina?), [Jaén (?)]; Finis.”

26. Lowinger-Yahalom, 1973; Richler-Beit-Ari¢, 2001: 279-280.

27. MS Firkovicz Evr. 1.165, no. 107; MS Add.20.747, no. 154, in the margin: 7w *2°2x 072171 2977 (“The insolent
ones who worship three idols™).

28. Bernstein, 1957.

29. University of Pennsylvania Libraries, Ms. Add MS 20747 Piyutim, online description ©2024 The University of
Pennsylvania Libraries: https://openn.library.upenn.edu/Data/0047/html/add ms_20747.html

30. Moita, 2017: 2-23.
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