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FENTON, Paul B. — Philosophie & exégese dans Le Jardin
de la métaphore de Moise Ibn Ezra, philosophe & poéte
andalou du Xlle siecle. (Etudes sur le judaisme médié-
val t. 19). Leiden, New York, Koln, Brill 1996.

Moses ibn Ezra is one of the most important poets and the-
oreticians of what was called the school of the New Hebrew
poets, which arose in Muslim Spain in the 11th Century CE.
The Jews were the oldest inhabitants of the Iberian penin-
sula; they were there as early as Phoenician times, but
reached their cultural apogee only during Islam’s dominance
of Spain, which they welcomed in 711 CE because of their
deteriorating relationship with the Visigoths. Although at the
beginning, Jews also practised agriculture and were landown-
ers, the impact of Arabisation led the Jews towards increas-
ing urbanisation. The Jews were only one of the several eth-
nic and religious groups in al-Andalus (Muslim Spain).
Contributors to the flowering of Jewish intellectual and cul-
tural life were such famous Jewish courtiers as Hasday ibn
Shaprut (d. ca. 970) — who lived at the court of the western
Umayyad caliph, “Abd al-Rahman III — and Samuel ha-
Nagid (993-1056), who served at the Berber court of
Granada. Rapid Arabisation meant for the Jews the use of
Classical Arabic written in Hebrew characters. In the field of
poetry, there existed at the beginning only the piyyutim influ-
enced by Aramaic and liturgical Hebrew. But — under the
impact of the study of Biblical Hebrew grammar with
medieval Arabic methods, which gave them insight into the
Biblical Hebrew language as never before — from the mid-
dle of the 10th century onwards they practised secular
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Hebrew poetry written in purely Biblical Hebrew. This sec-
ular Hebrew poetry emerged as a Hebrew adaptation of Ara-
bic verse. It took over metres, conventions and contents from
the Arabs. Piyyutim and secular poems were consumed by a
group of Andalusian Jews who could be characterized as
‘courtier rabbis’, in the sense that they were well versed in
religious knowledge and had undergone Arabo-Muslim edu-
cation, which was needed in order to be a good courtier.")
Their type of education was very ‘medieval’, and we see par-
allels with the education of Muslim and western European
Christian scholars of the time: they try to reconcile Classical
and other sciences outside the immediate scope of their reli-
gion with their religious viewpoints and ideologies.

In this manner, the Jews assimilated themselves without
much difficulty?) to Arabic critical norms in their adaptation
of foreign methodologies to the study of traditional Jewish
texts. The Jews wrote in Hebrew and Arabic, their wisdom
was Hebrew, Greek and Arabic, and their metres, themes and
poetic style were Arabic. In his poetry, Moses ibn Ezra
showed his predilection for badi ([Arabic] decorative style),
and his”Classicism‘“is based on his following from nearby
Arabic poetic thematics. His Hebrew poetics, entitled Kitab
al-Muhadara wa-1-Mudhakara (Book of Conversation and
Discussion), is a prescriptive treatment of the legitimacy of
Arabic-style Hebrew poetry.?) His other book — the Magalat
al-Hadiqa fi Ma‘na al-Majaz wa-’I-Hagqiqa (Treatise of the
Garden of the Metaphorical and the Literal) — to which Fen-
ton’s present book is devoted, deals with the poetic diction
of the Hebrew Bible within a scholastic, philosophical per-
spective.

We know that life was not very easy for Moses ibn Ezra
because of his ‘voluntary’ exile in the barbarous Christian
north of Spain after the arrival of the intolerant Almoravids
in Granada — a period during which he nostalgically looks
back to the ‘flesh pots’ of Andalusian cultural life. He was
always complaining about his exile, where he suffered from
a lack of intellectual refinement. In exile, Moses ibn Ezra
endeavoured to give to future generations his vision of
[Hebrew] literature and science. Let us now turn to the above-
mentioned book by Fenton on Moses ibn Ezra’s Magalat al-
Hadiga.

The first, introductory chapter of this book is devoted to
Moses ibn Ezra’s time, and his poetic and prosaic works,
including his lost works and Bible commentaries, of which
the Kitab al-Muhddara and his Magalat al-Hadiga are dis-
cussed. The author discusses the manuscripts of the latter
treatise and its [partial] Hebrew translation, [the Arugat ha-
Bosem], and its translator, who according to Fenton seems to
have been the famous Magama author, Yehudah al-Harizi
(1165-1235). In order to demonstrate his opinion about the
identity of the translator, Fenton discusses the poetic intro-

1) See for this term Ross BRANN, The Compunctuous Poet, Cultural
Ambiguity and Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Spain, Baltimore 1991; FENTON
speaks of ‘honnétes hommes’ in connection with the education medieval
Jewish intellectuals should have, see p. 71.

2) For the difficulties and ambiguities of the intellectuals, see Ross
BRANN, Compunctuous Poet..

%) According to Scheindlin, the arguments of the Muhadarah could
defend Jewish morale against claims of cultural backwardness, but are ulti-
mately focussed on legitimizing Arabic-style Hebrew poetry. Cf. Raymond
SCHEINDLIN, “Rabbi Mosheh ibn Ezra on the Legitimacy of Poetry”,
Medievalia et Humanistica VII (1976), pp. 101-105; Ross BRANN, Com-
punctous Poet, pp. 59-83.

duction to the translator’s work, and makes remarks about
the translator’s vocabulary and the treatise’s structure and
contents. From Fenton’s analysis of the manuscripts, we can
see how much has become clear in the last fifteen years. The
most important manuscript — A — was the most widely
known and the best: it was sold in 1975 by the Sassoon fam-
ily to the Israel National Library. For a long time, nothing
was heard of the Petersburg manuscript (B), which — after
A — is the most important and complete. It was reported that
Kokovzov at the beginning of this century had prepared a tex-
tual edition, but it was thought to have been lost. Recently,
with the Russian borders being more open than in the past,
even Kokozov’s edition has been rediscovered. Fenton not
only rediscovered the Petersbourg material of the B manu-
script, but also identified in the Geniza collections of Peters-
bourg and Cambridge several other smaller fragments of the
Arabic texts, as well as other fragments of the texts of the
Hebrew translation, which cover only a small part of the Ara-
bic original, especially those passages dealing with philoso-
phy. The importance of the Hebrew translation lies in the fact
that it probably influenced the works of later Jewish philoso-
phers who did not know Arabic.

After the introduction, the book is divided into two parts:
philosophy and exegesis. Chapter 2 starts with a general
analysis of the philosophical parts of the Magala, and dis-
cusses the poetic prelude to the work, which is also known
as a separate poem in Moses ibn Ezra’s Diwan. This poem
has in its cosmological description much in common with a
poem by Moses ibn Ezra’s master, Ibn Ghiyath, and with
another one, the famous Kether Malkut by Solomon ibn
Gabirol. The preface, in prose, deals with the fact that God
is ascribed many human attributes which have to be consid-
ered metaphorical and not literal. This refers, of course, also
to the title of the book. Fenton concludes about this preface
that Moses ibn Ezra does not only want to give an inventory
of metaphors, but to make a work in the good tradition of
adab. In his work, Moses ibn Ezra approaches a wide range
of philosophical problems, which reflect the intellectual pre-
occupations of his time. The Hadiga is a kind of abstract of
what every honest man should know of philosophy. This trea-
tise has the merit of reflecting the contents of the intellectual
luggage of a lettered, Andalusian man of the 12th century.
The merit of his ‘philosophical anthology’ is also that pas-
sages from lost works by predecessors have been preserved
because Moses ibn Ezra quoted them in his treatise. Thus we
re-find many quotations from the lost Arabic original of
Solomon ibn [Gabirol’s] neo-Platonic philosophic work, Fons
Vitae [Yanbii ‘al-Hayah], which Fenton edited in an appen-
dix to his present book. Fenton now follows the order of
Moses ibn Ezra’s treatise and explains Moses ibn Ezra’s pas-
sages in the light of medieval philosophical literature. After
dealing with Moses ibn Eara’s introduction about man as the
proof of the existence of the Creator, he goes on to deal with
what is said then about the dogma of the Unity of God, the
negation of attributes or names given to Him, about motion
and creation, rational and traditional laws, and the composi-
tion of man, nature, intellect and the three souls [vegetal, ani-
mal and rational]. Much of the material treated by Moses ibn
Ezra is compared with passages from medieval philosophi-
cal works such as the rasa’il of the Ikhwan al-Safa, Ibn
Gabirol’s Fons Vitae, Bahya ibn Paquda’s Hidaya [Guide to
the Duties of the Hearts], Farabi’s al-Madina al-Fadila [Per-
fect State] and Dunash ibn Tamim’s Commentary on the
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Sefer Yesirah [Book of Creation]. The chapter closes with a
resumé of Moses ibn Ezra’s philosophical ideas concerning
such popular medieval questions as the nature of God, ema-
nation or creation, intellect, cosmology and revelation, and
ethical doctrine. Such a resumé is necessary because Moses
ibn Ezra is not a closed system. Fenton concludes that Moses
ibn Ezra’s speculations about God fit in with the ideas of the
Arabic Neo-Platonians. He is not as negative as Ibn Gabirol
about the unknowability of God, and calls him the Creator
(al-bari) and the First Author (al-Mubdi’ al-awwal), whose
unity is incomparable. Attributes such as Mighty, Omniscient,
Living are devoid of meaning and only serve to bring the
transcendence of God nearer to human understanding. For the
believer, God can be found by meditating on the divine traces
in the universe. Moses ibn Ezra combines the notions of cre-
ation ex nihilo and emanation by admitting three stages: cre-
ation of the intellect by God’s will, emanation, by means of
God’s generosity, of simple spiritual substances, and, thirdly
and finally, the formation of the corporal substances of the
sublunar world, to begin with the causality of the elements.
According to Fenton, Moses ibn Ezra succeeds in reconcil-
ing the rabbinic tradition with Arabic neo-Platonism. In cos-
mology, Moses ibn Ezra apparently follows the system of the
Arabic Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa) with some mod-
ifications. Unlike the Ptolemaean system, Moses ibn Ezra rec-
ognizes the existence of a last sphere, that of the intellect,
followed by the sphere of the fixed stars, the spheres of the
six planets, and that of the moon. With respect to revelation,
Moses ibn Ezra declares the authenticity of Mosaic law and
recognizes that human reason could elevate itself to equal
knowledge. Like the mu‘tazilites, Moses ibn Ezra makes a
division between duties of the heart, and rational and tradi-
tional prescriptions. As human beings we cannot comprehend
the motives of the traditional prescriptions, although they are
in the end rational. Man has the choice between good and
bad, otherwise there would be no sense to recompense and
punish. Man is a reflection of the universe, whose crown he
is. He is capable of elevating himself morally to the level of
the angels, but sinks to the bestial level if he corrupts him-
self and does not use his reason, by which he can discern
between good and bad. The work manifests an ascetic and
even mystical tendency, which one can also find in Muslim
manuals of piety of neo-Platonic or Sufic inspiration. Moses
ibn Ezra believes in physical mortification. Every one of the
above-mentioned three souls has its virtue to which justice is
added as a fourth, conforming to Plato’s system of four car-
dinal virtues.

Chapter 3 deals with the philosophical sources of the
hadiqga, such as the work of the Brethren of Purity and that
of Ibn Gabirol, pseudo or real Platonic or Aristotelian works,
and Judeo-Arabic works by Sa‘adya and Samuel ben Hofni.
His mu‘tazilite ideas perhaps derive from such Qara’ite
Judeo-Arabic authors as al-Qirgisani. Moses ibn Ezra appears
not to like Mishna and Talmud so much, because he quotes
these writings almost exclusively for philological rather than
theological reasons. Dealing with the influences the Hadiga
has had upon later Jewish thinkers and philosophers, mainly
by its translation (the Arugat ha-Bosem), Fenton presents a
list of authors who were probably influenced by its neo-Pla-
tonism: among them are many Kabbalist authors from Spain
and Provence, and authors from Germany, Italy and Persia.
The author shows how Kabbalistic terms are sometimes
linked with Neo-Platonic ones (such as the identification of

the sefirah Hokhmah of the Kabbalists with the Active Intel-
lect, the Giver of Forms).

The second part of the book is devoted to exegesis. Chap-
ter 4 gives an introduction to the exegetic part of the Hadiga
— its structure, literary context and lexicographical aspect.
Chapter 5 discusses the problematics of metaphor, starting
with the ancient rabbinical literature and the Islamic writings
in this field, and continuing with oriental Judeo-Arabic liter-
ature, and the anti-Karaite polemics in the light of the prob-
lem of anthropomorphism, and concluding with a discussion
of the metaphorical theories of the Andalusian school.

Chapter 6 deals with metaphor in Moses ibn Ezra’s theory
about figurative and real meaning and his method and its
application: the relation between metaphor and reason,
metaphor and tradition, and the effects of metaphors. Then
the different types of majaz [figurative expression] are dealt
with, as is the relationship between exegesis and rhetoric, and
exegesis and philology. Among the types of metaphor are:
al-majaz al-dariri [the categoric metaphor]; al-isti‘ara
[metaphor]; al-tashbih [comparison]; ghuluww [hyperbole];
mubalagha [exaggeration]; badal al-mujawara [metonymia
by association]. Terminology and lexicography are then dis-
cussed, such as that mentioned by Moses ibn Ezra in his trea-
tise: a comparison of Hebrew with Arabic from the point of
view of lexical roots and lexical similarities, and a compari-
son of Biblical Hebrew with post-Biblical or neo-Hebrew
[e.g. the Hebrew of Mishna and Talmud], as well as a com-
parison with Aramaic. Finally the relationship between exe-
gesis and grammar and the influence of literary criticism is
dealt with. Also in this chapter, many authors who inspired
Moses ibn Ezra are mentioned: Arabic, Oriental Judeo-Ara-
bic as well as Andalusian works on metaphor and grammar.

Chapter 7 deals with rhetorical sources of the Hadiga as
well as its influences on later literature. According to Fen-
ton, many unmentioned sources for the rhetorical part of the
book are perhaps the rhetorical works mentioned by name
in the Muhadara, and other Arab authors such as al-
Mugqaffa®, al-Asma‘i and al-Jahiz. From the Jewish side,
Sa‘adya is quoted from time to time, sometimes in connec-
tion with his critics, such as Mubashshir al-Baghdadi and
Samuel ben Hofni. Grammatical literature by the Qara’ite
Abu’l-Faraj, and by such Andalusians as ibn Bariin, Ibn Chi-
catella and Ibn Janah (especially the last one) is amply men-
tioned. Among the later grammarians he must have influ-
enced are Joseph Qimhi, David Qimhi and Tanhom
ha-Yerushalmi (ca. 1220-1291).

The book ends with a general conclusion. Fenton starts by
underlining the uniqueness of the treatise in Jewish literary
history, as it combines the domains of exegesis, philology,
lexicography and aesthetics. Moses ibn Ezra can be consid-
ered as the compilator and consolidator of the science of pre-
vious generations. New is the fact that he wrote an adab
work, trying to combine the didactic with the amusing. Moses
ibn Ezra abounds in humanism from Greco-Islamic civiliza-
tion, and does not limit himself to Jewish material and
Judaism. In his work there is a synthesis between the sacred
and the profane. His treatise must not be considered a philo-
sophical work, but more as an anthology, because he does
not pretend to be a philosopher. In the book, Moses Ibn Ezra
meticulously described a number of stylistic phenomena.
Written in exile, during his old age and at the end of the
Golden Age of Hebrew literature in Spain, he transmitted to
later generations the sum of a whole culture.
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The book ends with a number of appendices: (I) a critical
edition of the Arabic passages of the Fons Vitae by Ibn
Gabirol; (II) an index of authors and works quoted in the
Hadiqa; (III) a list of Hebrew poems quoted in the Hadiga;
(IV) idem: Arabic poetry lines (pp. 393-410), followed by
Bibliography and Indexes (pp. 411- 459).

Fenton’s book will be a useful companion for readers who
want to deal with the text of the Magalat al-Hadiga, which
— along with its translation — will be published very soon
by Fenton himself, and will perhaps already be available
when this review is published. We are lucky then to finally
have the tools with which to comprehend the intellectual her-
itage of not just one person, but of a whole period. In spite
of the many uncertainties that often remain when trying to
establish in detail the influences that one work has on
another, or what is a tribute to what, Fenton has written a
major opus by putting this treatise into the framework of its
time. His book is also amusing and easily readable. This is
something it has in common with the treatise by Moses ibn
Ezra — but only if we read it with the annotations in Fen-
ton’s book.

Amsterdam, May 1999 Arie SCHIPPERS



