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I eh~ll speak this morning on the poet 

Solomon 1bn Gabirol, who was born Just about nine hundred 

years ago. principally because hie works have just now. for 

the first time, been edited and translated into ngl1sh and 

published. It is the first in the series of Je iah classics 

to be published hereafter by the Jewish Publication Society. 

I believe that the very publication of this 

text and the contemplated publication of the hole series of 

olassics is. in itself, an event of great moment. It ill 

enable our people to become acquainted 1th the great store­

house ot Jewish thought since the time of the Bible; and there 

is much in Jewish thought and culture outside of the canon 

of the Bible. 

poet. 

Solomon ibn Gabir~l was a Spanish-Jewish 

low. ther~ are very few Jews in Spain today. and 

before the ~ear 1858, when the edict of expulsion, promulgated 
I 

in 1492, was repealed, thore were practically no Jews in 

Spain tor about 350 years, but up to 1492, and tor five 

hundred years before that date. Spain was the home of the 

largest, most prosperous, most enlightened, most creative 

Jewish communities in the world. Beginning, say. at the 

year 1000, and ending with the expulsion at the close of the 

fifteenth oentur7. tor five hundred years, Spain harbored the 

moat glorious Jewish epoch since the time of the destruction 

of the Temple--a thousand years before that. 
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hen the sun set in the East in Babylon-:-says 

a writer of the Middle ~gee, it rose again in the lest, in 

Spain. Babylon, as you know, from the second century on to 

the tenth, contained the most important Jewish center in the 

cliaspora. After the destruotion of the Temple in ~O A. ..... 
••• 

• and more especially attar the auccesfdul Bar .Koohba rebellion 

in 135, and the consequent Blldl'Jaal. a persecutions, Palestinian 

Jewry declined; the pbyaioal and the cultural lite ot the 

Jews in Palestine disintegrated and the center shifted a 

thousand miles eastward, to the cities along the Tigris and 

the l~uphratea, to Babylon, and there from the second to the 

tenth century Jewish life tlourished and yielded flower and 

fruit; great aoademiea of learning were established; the 

great Babylonian Talmud, that code of Jewish law and lore, 

was compiled in Babylon. and 11 the work ot the later rabbis. 

known as Geonim, took place in Babylon; but in the tenth 

century there was a change in d111asties unfavorable to the 

Jew; restrictive measures were enacted against the Jew; the 

academies were shut down, the Jews were scattered. and the 

sun set in Babylon. But by that time Spain was prepared to 

receive the immigrants from Babylon. 

It seems to be an almost miraculous thing that 

somehow the Jew was provided 1th a refuge just prior to his 

expulsion from any one countr7 . In the seventh oentury the 

Jews who lived in Spain were threatened with annihilation at 

the hands of the Christian Visigoths, and just as the edict of 

extermination was about promulgated, the raba swept aoroes 
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the straits of Sibraltar and conquered Spain, and the rabe 

were tolerant towards the Jews. ~gain, just as the Jewish 

life in Babylon was disintegrating, Spain was ready to 

receive the exiles, and just before the great expulsion from 

Spain in 1492, the TUrka swept across the Bosphorus and con­

quered Constantinople, in 1463, and r e7 became the haven 

of refuge tor the exiles from Spain, and the very ear that 

the Jews were expelled from Spain, 1D 1492, was the year in 

hich America was discovered, the land destined to become the 

refuge for tens of thousands of our suffering brothers,--one 

of the strange phenomena ot Jewish history. 

Spain,under ohammedan rule, soon became the 

center of culture, of commerce and trade. The ~ohammedans, 

the rQbe, ot those days, were a irile, creative, energetio 

race, and wherever they came the established culture and 

civilization. Cordova under ohammedan rule could vie 1th 

the ancient splendors ot thens and lexandria; the cities 

of Seville and Granada boasted of universities which 

attracted students from all parts of the orld. The 

Mohammedan was rather tolerant to other faiths, and so the 

Jew waa attracted in larger and larger numbers to this ne 

Jeraaalem--Spa1D. 

And the Jew developed in Spain in a most 

marvelous way. Hie development was many-sided. e think 

of the Jew as having a particular genius tor religion, and a 

particular genius, aa7, for commerce; but given an opportunity 

freely and fully to develop himself, the creative genius of ~----~-
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the race expresses itself in almost every department 

thought. Before very long we find the Jews in Spain in the 

van ot science. of philosophy. ot statesmanship. of mathe­

matica. of cartography; before very long you come across such 

illustrious names 1n the realm ot statesmanship as 

Samuel Banag14. who was vizier of the head of Granada; 

you come across philologists and grammarians like Ben Ezra 

and Ibn I,abrat; and you come across poets. 11 e Solomon ibn 

Gabirol. the two ibn Ezras, Jahuda Halav1; you encounter names 

of philosophers like Baohya, Maimonides and Albo.•­

• galaxy, a firmament studded with brilliant luminaries 

whose light has cane down to our own day; altogether a golden 

era in Jewish history . 

Bow. of one of these luminuriee I want to 

speak this morning--solomon ibn birol. poet nd philosopher. 

whom Haine. you will recall. called the pious nightin ale. 

who. unlike them1nnea1qprof the iddle gee. sang not to a 

rose but to God. a kno very little bout the life of 

Gabirel. except that he was born in alaga 1D 102~ or 1022. 

He was orphaned very early in life, and his earlier poems 

have the cast and the hue of sadness about them: and that he 

was a very praoocious child; at the age ot siXteen he was 

writing first rate poetry; at the age of nineteen he composed 

a poem of fourteen Yerses on Hebrew grammar. In those days 

convention aanot1oned the writing not alone of the expression, 

not alone of human emotions in poetic torm. but otlogia nd 

ph1loaoph7. and even of edioien and so1ent1fio eubjeota in 
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All together Ibn Gabirol ie said to have 

written three hundred poems. besides an authentic book on 

philosoph7, The Fountain ot Lite; a book on ethics and 

ps7Choloi7, the Improvements ot the Qualities of the Soul; 

and a book of proverbs, 1'he Choice of Pearls. It might be 

of interest tor you to know a word about this Fountain ot 

Lite. There is a bit ot interesting literary history 

connected with it. 

of Lite in Arabia. 

Solomon ibn GabirDl wrote hie Fountain 

Most of the Jowish philosophers used the 

language of the country as a medium tor the expression ot 

their philosophic thought. The Fountain of Life was trans-

lated in the fifth century into Latin as the Fons ntae. 

The book was used 1argel7 in the academies and schools of 

the Christian soholiast. but the name Gabirol soon became 

perverted . into "Avicebron," and in the course of time 

people forgot that the writer of this text was a Jew and 

regarded him as a Christian or a Mohammedan. and it was only 

in the last century. in 1846. that Solomon finally 

established the real identity of the author of this tine 

ph1losoph1o text. the Fountain ot Lite •. 

Galbiro~s poetry is not exclusively religious. 
I 

It is also secular. and 1 t marks. aa '7.angwill truly comments. I 

the transition period in Jewish poetry. when the poets began 

to write not alone ot religious things but of secular things. I 

ID Gabiral you have nature things beginning to receive 

adequate poetic treatment. Up to his da7 and tr om the 
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earliest. Biblical times, Jewish lite was ao completely 

steeped in the religious mood, that we have ver-y little of 

secular poetry, unless you exolude a book like the song of 

songs t .rom the category. Practically all of our poetic 

literature i~ religious. From GabirOl's day on we ·have quite 

a bit of secular things treated in poetry, the nlllllber gro lng 

and increasing until our own da7, when there ie a vast, 

authent1o. man7r"aided, tull-aooped llebrew poetry. 

But of course the real greatn~ss ot Gabiro1,a 

poetr7 is to be found in his religious manner. Gabir.ol, like 

all the other medieval Jewish poets, finds throe things tor 

hie poetry. The one is God, his faith in God, hie need of 

God, hie quest of God; and the other la man, man's destiny • 

man's tribulations, man's mort 11ty and man's immortality; 

and lastly, I erael--Iarael wand ring, Israel su.ttering, 

Israel mart1t'ed, Israel awaiting deliverance. And I have 

selected three of the shorter poems ot Ibn Gabirol to 

illustrate thee~ three things as treated by this great poet. 

The translations are of Israel zangwill. The7 are not 

literal translations, but aoourate, with due reference to the 

content and to the construc ~1on and to the spirit ot the poem 

It ls very difficult to translate the poems of the medieval 

Jewish poets; they have so man7 teQhinoal conceits. Very 

often they are copying; nothing very 1nvol"Yed. They are 

fond of aoroatios; they are fond of weaving into their poems 

Biblical alluaiona and Biblloal quotations. !here is quite 

a bit of cal ingenuity whioh cannot be tranalated into 
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any other lunguage; but Zangwill has caught the spirit ot 

these poems and has endeavored, as tar us pos ible, to 

preserve their rhythm, their swing, th ir imagery and their 

oontent. ~e first poem I shall read to you is poem 1, 

"At the D&wn. r, It is a perfect poetic creation; it has 

all the artistry and all the profound simplicity of the 

Psalm. It 1s polished and tine and complete. You sung 

it this morning, but at the hands of a diftorent translator. 

At the dawn I seek Thee, 

Rock and refuge tried, 

In due service speak Thee . 

Morn and eventide. 

'.lea th Thy gre 

Stand I sore 

Shrinking, 

All my secret thinking 

Bare before Thee laid . 
• 

Little to Thy glory 

Heart or tongue can do; 

Sllall remains the story, 

Add we spirit too. 

Yet since man's praise ringing 

May seem good to Thee • 

I will praise Thee singing 

While Thy breath's in me. 

_,_ 



Gabirol'a faith in God was complete. but 

it was not a blind faith, it was not an unreasoned faith. 

some of his poems give evidence of profound meditation and 

aoul-eearohing on the subject of hie faith in God. One of 

hie mos~ profound poems is the one on the three things which 
mind, 

bring God to the poet's, and as 3angwill truly remarks, it 

' recalls Kant, who centuries later came to hie boliet in God 

on the same ground as Gabirol hundreds of years before. 

'l'he starry heavens above and the moral law within--these two 

wonderments led Kant to God. 

statements. 

Now listen to Gabirol'e 

Three things conspire together in mine eyes 

To bring the rembrance of Thee ever 

before me, 

And I possess them as faithful witnesses: 

Thy heavens, for *hose ea e I recall Thy name, 

The earth I live on. that roueeth my thought 

'71 th its expanse which recalleth the expander of 

my pedestal. 

And the musing of my heart when I look within 

the depths of myself. 

Bless the Lord, O my soul, for ever and aye! 

There is no more perfect definition of the 

basis for all religion than this. 

The second theme--man--I shall leave for the 

last. fbe third theme--I■rael. ,These poets knew of the 
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■uttering ot their brothers throughout the world. !!le7 

lo~ed their people; they understood the laatin7 and tha 

aia ion ot the people, and they prayed tor the day when 

Israel would be redemae4 from the hands of the oppreaeora 

and reborn anew in its politioal nd in its cultural lite 

ot independence. And ao I shall read to you • · third poem 

ot Gabirol, which epeake ot his love tor his people and ot 

hie hope tor hie people. 

• 

Establish peace, tor us, O Lord, 

In everlasting grace, 

Bor let us be of Th•• abhorred, 

ho art our d elling-plaoe . 

e wander ever to and fro, 

or sit in chains in exile drear, 

Yat still proclaim where•er we go, 

The splendour ot our Lord la here. 

Sore-tried, involved in heathen ash, 

Deep-sunk as though in miclmoat aea, 

Eaoh morn the thought is roused afresh, 

o will arise to aet ua free? 

All re las. behold our driven seed, 

Like wounded doves we tl7 their hate . 

All nations hunt us and impede 

And in the desert lie 1n •it • 



• 

How many periods are past, 

And we in exile lingering, 

B7 enemies encompassed fast, 

o jeer that ao we have no King. 

Shine torth, great God, in splendid flame, 

Bare Thy great arm of ancient days, 

Be jealous tor Thy glorious name, 

lot unto us, O Lord , the praise. 

Beneath the feet ot slaves we bend, 

In pit and prison e are pressed, 

The hunters at our necks impend, 

e labour still and h ve no rest. 

Uplift the lowly fro t e mire, 

nd make our meditation sweet, 

1'he lily gather from the brier, 

And our salvation, Lord, complete. 

1.'here are innumerable ot these soul­

outpourings of the poet about his people. 

For his third theme--man--I have selected a 

passage from hie greatest poem, perhaps the greatest • 

religious poem written since Biblical timea--"The Royal 

Crown.' It is vary difficult to define this poem; it is a 

long religious rhapsody; it is poetr7, it 1a philosophy, it 

1a ptiayer. It is the glorification of God and Hie universe; 
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it is the adoration of the poet ho stands in amazement 

and wonderment at the majesty and the vastness and _the 

impenetrability of God's worlds; he singe of His eune and 

planets and constellations; he enumerates them all, he marvele 

at them all; he singe of God, of God's attributes; he sings 

of God's oneness, ot ~od's existence, of God's wisdom, of 

God's omnipotence. 

Philosophy in the alchemy of this great 

poet's genius becomes transmuted into superb poetry. And 

then he speaks ot man in this vast scheme of things--small, 

corruptible, sinning, groping, insignificant, conscious of 

hie weaknesses and hie fuilings, and yet reaching out to that 

God who inhabits the unlimited spheres of the universe, and 

invokes Him to reach down and 11 t him up. He implores God 

to look with compassion upon thi eak vassal of divinity; 

he aska of God to think of him in compassion and in mercy, 

to see him for what he made him, nd he rises to that 

magnificent climax in which he says: "But I flee from God 

to God." I want to read you a few lines of that marvelous 

poem in the hope that you will read it in toto. I begin at 

the thirty-third part of this poem. 

O God, I am ashamed and confounded 

fo stand ~efore Thee with this my knowledge 

That even as the llight of Thy greatness, 

So is the completeness of my poverty and 

humbleness, 
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That even ae the might of Thy potency 

So ie the weakness of my ability, 

And that even as Thou art perfect. so am I wanting. 

Por Thou art a Unity. and Thou art living. 

Thou art mighty. and :thou art p rmanent. 

And Thou art great. and Thou art wise. and 

Thou art God! 

And I am but a clod. and a worm. 

Duet from the ground, 

A vessel full ot shame, 

A mute stone, 

To an asp akin, 

Deceitful underneath, 
\ 

Uncircumcised of heart, 

Great in wrath, 

Craftsman in sin and deception, 

Haughty of eye, 

Short 1n torbeMrance. 

Impure of lips, 

Crooked ot ways. 

And hot-tooted. 
' 

ilhat am I? 

lhat is my lite? 

What my might and what my righteousness? 

naught ia the am ot me all the days of my being, 

And how much the more ao attir m7 death! 
------
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~rom nothing I came. 

And to nothing I go. 

O God, my countenance talleth, 

nten I remmiber all wherein I have provoked Thee. 

For all the good which Thou hast bestowed on me 

I have requited Thee with evil. 

For 1'hou hast created ma not trom necessity, 

but from grace. 

And not by compulsion ot circumstance 

But by tavour and love. 

And b afore I was. 

1th Thy mercies didst Thou precede me. 

And breathe into me a spirft and call me into 

being. 

And after I came forth into the light of the world 

11'hou didnt not torsake me. 

But like a tender father didst Thou watch over 

117 growing up. 
\ 

And as a nurse fostereth a suckling didst Thou 

foster me. 

Upon the breasts of my mother Thou madeet 

me rest ~rusttully, 

And with Thy delight didst satisfy me. 

And when I esea79d my feet, Thou didst 

strengthen my standing 

And didst take me in Thine arms and teach me 
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And wiedo and discipline didst hou impart to e, 

And from all trouble and distrees didst Thou 

relieve me . 

And from ho many sorrows concealed from mine 

eyes didst Thou delivor me! 

~or etore the hardship came 

'lhou didst prepare the remedy tor my distress 

all unbeknown to me. 

nd when trom somo injury I as unguarded, 

~OU didst guard me. 

And when evil and constant distress nguished me, 

Thou hast freely healed me. 

And when 1'h7 dreadtul judgment came upon the orld, 

Thou didst deliver m f o the sword 

nd didst eave me fro t h pestilence, 

And int mine didet feed me, 

And with plenty sustain me. 

And when I provoked Thee, 

Thou didst chastise me as a father chaetiaeth 

hie BOD, 

And when I called out from the depths of m7 eorro, 

My soul was precious in Thy sight, 

lor didst Thou send me empty a 7 . 

But all this didst Thou yet exceed and add to 

ilhen :rhou gavest me a perfect faith 

lo belie~e that 1'hou ·art the God of !ruth 

And that 1'h7. I,aw nd 1'h7 prophets are 
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i'he greatest gift that God gave to him was 

his faith in God. nd so the author continues: 

Unworth7 am I ot all the mercies and all the truth 

ioh Thou hast wrought for 1'hy servant. 

Verily, 0 Lord my God, will I thank Thee 

For that Thou hast given me a holy soul, 

Though by my deeds I have defiled it, 
... 

Polluted and profaned it with my evil inclination. 

But I know that it I wrought wickedly, 

I harmed but myself, never Thee. 

I beseech Thee, O God, judgo me by 'hine 

attribute of mercy, 

And not by Thine anger lest Thou wither· me. 

For 'hat is man that i ou shouldst judge him? 

And how shalt hou weigh a drifting vapour? 

From the day of his birth man is hard-pressed 

and harrowed, 

'Stric en, ami~ten of God and afflicted.' 

Hie youth 1a chaft driven in the wind, 

and his latter end ls flying straw, 

And his lite withereth like a herb, 

l'rom the day he cometh forth from hie mother's omb 

His night is sorrow and hie day is sighing . 

It toduy he is exalted, 

!omorro he shall crawl 1th orma. 

graill of chaff putteth him to flight, ---------~--
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And a thorn woundeth him. 

It he is sated, he waxeth 1c e4, 

And if he is hUDg2'7, he sinneth tor a loaf of bread • 

Hls steps are awift to pursue riches. 

-But he torg•tteth De th. who is after him. 

Kan entereth the orld, 

And knoweth not wh7, 

And rejoioeth, 

And knoweth not heretore, 

And liveth, 

And knoweth not how long. 

ID hie childhood he alket~ in his .on stubbornness 

And hen the spirit of lust beginneth in its season 

fo stir h1lll JlP to gather power aDcl wealth, 

Then he Journe19th from hie place 

to ride in ships 

And to tread the deserts, 
. 

And to o rry hie lite to dena of lions, 

dventuring it among wild beaats; 

nd hen he imagineth that great is his glor7 

d that aight7 is the spoil of his hand, 

uietl7 atealeth the spoiler upon hi■, 

And his eyes are opened and there is naught. 

It for n instant he stand in aeourit7, 

SUddenl7 disaster 111 c upon hill, 

• 

Bl ther war ahall come and the ord 111 smite hill, 

Or he bo 
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or sorrows will overpower him, 

Or the presumptuous billows tlow over him, 

Or sickness and steadfast evils shall find him, 

1111 he beoometh a burden on hie own soul, 

And shall find the glill of serpents in hie honey. 

And when his pain inoreaseth 

His glory decreaseth, 

And youths make mook of him, 

And infants rule him, 

And he becometh a burden to the iesue ot hie loins, 

And all who know him become estranged from him. 

And when his hour hath come, he paoeeth from 

the courts of his house to the court ot oath . 

And from the shadow of his chambers to the 

shadow of Doath. 

And he shall strlp off hie broider7 end his eoarlet 

And shall put on corruption and the worm, 

And lie down in the dust 

- And return to the foundation from which he came. 

O my God, 

If my iniquity ie too great to be borne, 

What wilt Thou do for Thy great name's sake? 

And if I do not wait on Th7 mercies, 

Who will have pity on me but Thee? 

Therefore though Thou shouldat sla7 me. yet 

will I trust in Thee. 
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Fe~ it Thou shouldat pursue my iniquity, 

I will flee from Thoe to Thyself, 

And I will shelter myself trom Thy wrath in 

1'hy shadow. 

Ibn Gabirol quotes that marvelous sentence 

of Job: "Yea, though He ela7 me, yet will I hope in Him." 

And he transcends that phrase with his own: "If God pursue 

me to punish me and to crush me, I will tlee from God to God.~ 

'!'hat 1a, to my mind, the most exalted con­

ception ot Providence that has ever been given to mankind . . 
That is really what we understand when we speak of the 

''fatherly love.'' A child punished by its father seeks 

refuge ultimately 1D the love of that same father; for the 

child knows, or soon comes to kno . that tho punishment and 

the chastisement wae not one of wrath but one of correction--

really, one of love. And similarly that trials and 

tribulations which God sends into the lives of men and 

women are not evidence of cruelty and vindictiveness. God 

sends sorrow and pain into the world not to break our spirits, 

not to humiliate us, not to grind us into tho duet, but 

simply that we might turn and seek Him anew; that we might 

fly trom the burning wrath of Him into the shadow of His 

mercy and Hie love. 

If I have done no more this morning than 

introduoe you to· this poet, to the profoundness of his 

thoughts and to the oharm of his poetry. and of inspiring 
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you to a determin tion to read him and study him, now that 

he is aooeseible to you, all in F..nglish and in an excellent 

translation, I shall feel repaid • 

He is in the truest sense of the word, the 

pious nightingale, or the nightingale ot piety ho sang not 

to a rose but to God • 

. -19-




