Shmuel haNagid: Most Interesting Man in the World

Timeline

993  birth of Shmuel b. Yehosef Halevi ibn Nagrellah in Cordoba

1013 Shmuel flees to Malaga after the fall of the Umayyad dynasty

1014 death of R. Hanokh, son of R. Moshe (one of the “four captives”) in Cordoba

1017 death of R. Dosa son of R. Saadia Gaon in Baghdad

1021 birth of Solomon Ibn Gabirol

1027 Shmuel is appointed Nagid of Jewish community in Granada

1032 birth of Yehosef, Shmuel’s son

1037 Badis ascends to throne and appoints Shmuel haNagid as his Vizier

1038 death of R. Hai Gaon in Baghdad

1044 Yehosef begins collecting and arranging his father’s poems into BenTehillim (at age 8)
1045 Meiri’s date for when Shmuel haNagid wrote his “great halakhot”

1049 Yehosef’s recorded date for when Shmuel haNagid wrote his “great halakhot”

1049 birth of Eliassaf, Shmuel’s son

1056 Yehosef begins collecting/arranging his father’s poems into Ben Mishlei (at age 6.5)
1056 death of Shmuel haNagid

1066 Yehosef haNagid is killed, beginning a wave of anti-Jewish violence
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1. Early life: exile, ambition, and family

His talk like dreams will steer you wrong/
And his words of verse will ensnare/
My son, dreams don’t always get
fulfilled/

It's not true, all that the poet declares
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He’ll bring you trouble with talk like dreams,
invoking song and verse to cheat you;
but dreams, my son, aren’t what they seem:
not all the poet says is true.

On Ieavmg his C|ty (Tehllllm 66)
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In wandering, my eyes have gone dark
And my bones have withered like rotten grains
I've measured the earth with my two feet,

As if they were ropes used to measure terrain.
While the tears of my eyes have served as my bread
And on my journey have kept me sustained.
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Should someone unguilty
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hold back from
longing toward heights like the moon?

Should he wait,

weaving its light across him
like a man stretching taut his tent skin,

Should he be restrained,

whose soul is white,

When he strives to reach
the white [moon]’s height

| swear in the name of God who | serve,
And my oaths are not just for show,

With my legs I'll climb up the cliffs

And descend to the fathoms below,

I'll split the sea through every ravine,

The desert’s end to end I'll sew,

Then I'll sail till | rise to the highest of peaks,
And then “forever” will be known.

On ambition: R. Avraham Elya Kaplan 1o 'ny ,ax2'n niajpya
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The Nagid’s Family

On the death of his brother’s Yitzhak (Ben Tehillim 92)
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Ben Tehillim 94
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I bathed him and dressed him
and placed him in bed,
and into my
mouth came the voice of labor,

and I brought him to his grave,
my clothing torn,
my family gathered,
and I rose and went down

and helped him
toward the world below.

They said:
“He has taken him up.”

And I thought:
“Let Him take me instead.”

And they said: “Time will
heal your hurt and you’ll rest.”

And I answered in pain:

“On your balm of time
and all rest beyond
my brother—a curse!

Take, My Strength, my soul—
for grief such as this it can’t carry.”
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Aha I've returned
| buried you
Hello to you!
Respond to me!

on yester’s day

Ben Tehillim 90
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And when | hear  a person call

My spirit burns nearly deranged
Before me | see men standing tall
Yet | hold back as did Yosef

But how can | stop the flow of tears

Oh, my brother, whom | buried
| lowered him in a gorge, laid h

my spirit spurned,;

Do you not hear?
Why do you leave
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the name “Yitzhak”

an overflowing

who are enthralled
when they’re gathered
when they rejoice

by hand,
im down

brother, God’s grace
but still today

With all my might
my grieving yells

And I returned,
my spirit anguished.
God be gracious
to you my brother,
buried the day
before yesterday,
and now my mind is bitter.

Peace to you,
who maybe hears me
calling with all my power.

you've earned
my mind’s acerb
| call and yearn
unreturned?

When the name Isaac is called out across me,
and my soul splits and my bitterness shows,
and others confront me, upright as I fail—
their mouths full of laughter,
their voices a song to my fall—

and I act the horizon
like Joseph, as they gather about me—
how could I weep when they take such
pride in seeing me crushed? My brother,
with my own hands hidden in sorrow—

as though I'd never loved him like soul

as a child, not shared a room,

and the way to school—

whom I drew down to the pit with my will:
Death’s shadow and dirt have replaced me,
in hearing range
sense of rage
that I've disengaged
about my stage

seeing my pain?

- and then fled
As if I've never, in my youth, loved him like my soul,
Never, during boyhood, laid beside him in my bed,



Never, in childhood, sat nearby in study-hall or school.

As a father to Yehosef and Eliassaf (ben Tehillim 8)
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Ben Tehillim 21
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2. Rise to Power
Ben Tehillim no. 18
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Ben Tehillim no. 52
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| am friend to all who find honey in scriptures to extract

And fellow to all who fight the wars of Talmudic combat.

In Arabic my mouth speaks wit to make him trapped,

And in Greek, my words about his majesty’s neck are clasped,
In measures of wisdom, even those [Greeks] | have surpassed,
And justly a great name, royalty, and wealth I've amassed.

Ben Mishlei no. 1194

Man’s wisdom is in what he writes,
good sense at the end of his pen;
oy 93 70w '7-?'! 12R9R3 TR NA2R  and using his pen he can climb to the height
Junwa 90 n?g n 5§ vy3a UK ¥ of the scepter in the hand of his king.
Man’s mind is at the mouth of his pen
And his wisdom is all in his paper
And with his pen he can approach
The height of a king with his scepter
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He who depends on the princes
rises and falls with their fate;

as he who fleeing by ship is saved
from evil, or sinks with its weight.
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| shall speak of your kindness, o quill,

For through you, my hand has been filled
With wealth and honor, and when you speak
All speech against me becomes weak
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Your clothes should always be white and clean
For a man gains respect as his clothes seem.
Clean and honest trades should you pursue,
With hands and a mouth that speak only true

3. Life as Vizier of Granada: Stature
Ben Tehillim no. 10
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Yehosef, all the pains | have endured
And all those troubles are for you,
If not for you I'd have already wandered,
And lived as many contemporaries do.
This letter is written of honest words,
And who better to teach honesty than your parent?
| have written while the death is dancing
With its mouth open wide before us apparent.
And | do not know if when the enemy nears,
If he will be with us or arrange an attack.
And if it's been decreed, dear son, that never again
Would | see you, and you’'d never see me back,
Pay attention when you rest to the letters I've wrote,
And when who arise, let it wake you lest you relax,
When other teachers don’t seek to instruct
For your sake, let this guide you to keep you on track
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Who laid all this wealth at my feet from the start,
Whose kind words have been the light of my chart.
How could His kindness ever be repaid?

What praise could ever be offered as trade?



Yet He chose me to serve Him all the same,
And through me, they call His name

On books
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Upon man was decreed mortality
And so the wise write books.

Seek me out, but when | have died,
Find instructions from my books.
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A book should be your friend on the road,
And at home, a book by your side

Day is needed to do your work

But at night let the book be your guide
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One who works
and buys himself books,
while his heart inside them
is vain or corrupt

resembles a cripple
who draws on the wall
a hundred legs,

then cantgetup. [yt when he tries to, he still can't get up

“Devotional” or “Liturgical” Poetry

“Seliha”
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4. Life as Vizier: Military Campaigns
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Did you know, sand road, when | passed

With none but my stick, terrified fleeing

That today | would come by again

With legions of men that I'm leading.

They thirst for my words as if they were rains
As if | were a prophet that they entertain.
Since they know God blessed them on my behalf
Today they are willingly drawn after my staff.
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And I've dutifully kept God’s holy days
As is halakha for dwellers of tents
Days of Shabbat, shofar and Kippur
And Sukkot to its fullest extent.

Fear of desecration burned in me
Like fire, lest leniencies | invent
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God made all the days of prohibited work
Into times when the soldiers would rest.
So I'll sing to God double the songs

To his multiple miracles I'll attest.

When the nation is bringing into their Sukkah
Myrtles from Tyre and fronds of the palm tree

In the palms of His hands, God lifted me up

And His Sukkah like a fortress has protected me
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Battlefield Inspirations Towards Zionism?
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My heart is aflame for the young soldier boys

And burns for fires of Judea, exiled and destroyed
And for my living outside Zion in impurity of death,
As if | too am dead or rattling in the grave
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Send this pigeon, a messenger, Send a dove as mail

although she can’t speak,
with a brief letter tied to her wings,
dipped in saffron and scented with myrrh.

But if it doesn’t tell a tale
Fasten a small letter
To its wing or its tail

And once she’s off and away, Reddened with saffron

send on another. If one falls prey

to a falcon or net’s mesh, or delay— Perfumed by spice cocktail
the other will cover, hurrying on. And when it flies off
When she reaches the house of Joseph, Send another [lest it fails]

she’ll thrum from the rafters,
flutter down to his fingers,
and humor him, like a sparrow;

he’ll loosen the knot at the note

and read: Know, my son, as you hold this,
the cursed enemy has fled

and scatters itself on paths and hills—

Recite my hymns Put yodr heartj my son, in the hand of my God

Community-wide and bring these praises before the people.

Place them as a sign Make them an amulet bound to your arm—

On your arm have them tied to be cut on your heart with a stylus of iron and lead.

Inscribe them with lead and iron
Onto your heart to reside
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See today my distress
Hear and heed my prayer...
Since I'm in the straits
| can speak no further

Fulfill my desire,

To my aid please run!

If I am not worthy,

Act for my Torah and my son!

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, in Helfgot, N. (2005). Community, Covenant, and
Commitment : selected letters and communications of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik.
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B. If we should agree to request our congregations to in-
troduce a thanksgiving service on the occasion of the Tercentenary,
this should take place during the week of Hanukkah, a period
which has been designated by our rabbis of old as a time of re-
joicing and thanksgiving. We must not choose arbitrarily a date
which has not been marked by the Halakhah with any special
significance (such as the Sabbath of November 26 which was sug-
gested by the committee). We must also abstain by all means from
composing synthetic and meaningless prayers for that occasion.
Let us leave this type of creativity and ingenuity to the Liberal and
semi-Liberal rabbis. The Psalms of David are good enough for us.
An appropriate selection of psalms should be recommended to
the communities for that day.
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Battles of Biblical Significance

Ben Tehillim no. 2

TIPS I N2 P2 By IR L PTR 17 LAY DT L ORY

DD BN2T3 1 o) AR O7°R02 073703
117D 0PN NINRI) N3 0N IRYHD
AT 92 Divw, Oi> Anwm B3R 2iv o WY 01bY w

1703 "D HY A9 MU X70N 02 22)

A0E - otvawoimIe Dy pink A9 Rnn vnl 5
,1I%¥2 770 W 139 "1 PR 190180 IR 127
A 7702 02RIRD) R Tiv D % 1N
ATIRDY PR PODYA AYDY  Op WK DRY WY M1wn M0 s
417130 N°3 712 W) YR "2 1DR2 WY
X703 17 °2 "13 W7 XN"72 019 “IPT7 Y70
AT MOM VINGOR  7pR7 NINK ARY DR NI
LTI0T 99T 29T 79D D Jvn® ,0271002 11202



5. Master of Torah and Halakah
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his responsa are read in Baghdad,

Studies by heads of the tribes.

In meetings of Nehardea and Sura,

Those great cities of scribes,

They raise his responsa above the rest

And use gold on scrolls to have them inscribed.
They say, “the people of Sefarad have found
The wondrous values of the wise

We saw the truth that they have surpassed
While we have seen only lies,

Compared to them, we wear tatters

While they don cloaks of styles.

Their pride is that of the lions,

While we are sheep by their sides.”

Poem to Hizkiyah, Reish Gelusa
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You have royalty,
while prophecy is mine,
Together you and |
In this world are a sign
Let’s speak in Torah,
You'll perform those acts
And all mouths will recognize
Your teachings’ impacts.
Your hands rise in dominion



Like the rising sun’s light

As it moves toward noontime

At the peak of its height

My mouth speak words of Torah
Which remain unchanged and pure
From Sinai's time till judgment day
This Torah does endure,

All this and that we’ve gathered
for Hizkiyah today,

King who rules in justice

And from virtue does not sway.
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Could time gloat against Rebbi and Rava
Or is there strife between it and the Talmud
To allow berobed belly-stuffed fools
Glorified elders, to have them misconstrued
By every boor who says “I'm Mephibosheth,
And Rav Hai is my mere servant Tziva.”

It seems tzitzis, a beard and a hat
Are all one needs to become rosh yeshiva.

TR DN NRK)
0°PR D3 PR 0PI AR
0°73n 070701 37 M)
"KRY) 2771073 0°D3
oYY O77 TR 37

T O°DYiN 193 N3]

= 71323 377 i7Y "n7NY)
ni>73 Ax» piy? Snm
X2 UK YR SR 71M

= 01217 1% Y01 NYNT

10



Remember brother when the two of us went
To the prayer-house last Hoshanaa Rabah,
We thought we heard donkeys braying,
Calves and animals bleating, “baah”

| said, “who made God’s house into a barn,
Why, this is an outrage, a sin!”

They said, “there are no animals here,
They’re men learning Talmud therein!”

We came in rage into God’s house

If only we would have lost our way!

Rabbi and students were bobbing their heads
to and fro like the willow’s sway.

Their mouths blaspheming Hillel and Shamai,
Slapping Rabbi Akiva on his cheek

And the rabbi elaborately tells fabrications,

Gobbling up every word and letter they speak.

Could time turn on its scholars?
Or have they turned on the Law—
and bequeathed it to stuffed old fools in robes
and every boor who declares:
“I'm Mephibosheth,”
or “Hai the renowned is like Tsiba my servant™?
One needs, it seems, only fringes, a turban, and beard
to head the Academy now. My brother,
remember the day we passed
the House of Prayer, the Day of Willows,
and heard up close a donkey bray
and cows cry and low? And I asked:
“Is the Lord’s House now a dairy?
This is a sin and disgrace.”
And they told me: There are no fatlings or mules
in the House of the Lord; they’re studying Talmud.
Then I answered from Scripture:
“They’'ve changed the instruction and Law;
and as for me—wither?”
So we walked on, in anger, into the House of my God—
you couldn’t help find it—and saw the teacher and students
bobbing their heads like fronds,
as their mouths abused the names of the great.

And the teacher expounded at length,
preying on every sound they made,
and [ sat there enraged at the sight,
and my soul grew sad ...
I asked the good teacher after his health,
but he answered as a man of strife—
and he started reciting the hundred blessings
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God extended my mouth, for Torah it possessed,

And to instructing others I've been blessed.

And so they've turned to me, the righteous in throngs,
To hear upright matters that | have expressed.
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6. Poetic Reflections on Life and Nature
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Hold tight to just a single one,
Don't let go till the matter’s done,
For he who chooses a path alone,
Will find all his tasks have flown.
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Take care to beautify your work,

Though it may require a full year.

For each complaint at the time you’ve spent,
Praise of “what wonderful work” you'll hear.
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At age of a year or two a child crawls
Like slithering snakes in their lanes
At ten he leaps about his dad
Like kid goats jumping around the plains
At twenty, he falls in love and love find him,
He seeks and preens for womankind.
At thirty, he’ll take pride in and strength,

While in his prime of freedom and glory intertwined.
At forty, he's complete, mature,



Among the elders, will take part

At fifty he’ll wake up rudely from youth's sleep
Grey head and beard might make him start.
At sixty, time's terrors will to come and go

Upon a man they leave their trace.

From sixty to seventy, he sighs and moans,
With aging pains, among saints he’ll take his place.

At eighty, time has trapped the man,
In snares and pitfalls, tightly bound.

At ninety, his ways are mixed and blurred,
Can't tell a harvest from tilling ground.

At a hundred - and who knows a hundred?
Men come to marvel at this wondrous sight.

A hundred years, brother, is worms and death
Clothes stained, fellows disgusted by his plight.
So shall I not raise my mournful sighs?

As my body and mind wither away
Month by month and day by day
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and another called it a beast—
and the captain answered:
None of you know of the miracle sea—
you haven’t fathomed a thing.

There exists a monster whose name is Karchah,
singular among the abysmal shapes,
it devours all who feed on each other
and kills the survivors with fright.

It overturns ships, and fleets with their crews,
in its mouth they’re flipped like a chariot.

He hadn’t finished his story
when lowing and raging the creature appeared.

I heard it: thunder or the sound of a throng
seemed still alongside it;
and I looked at its terrible form,
wrought like a fish or book-like Leviathan,

the torturous serpent like a palm tree in stature,
its head huge as a galley with oars,
its face haughty, like a hill,
its eyes like pools,

,8°217 X3 0%w3a 220 v
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And everyone’s heart melted like wax,

or like water, and the whirlpool engulfed us.
Then I calmed and steadied my soul,
as the Jamb on the day of her slaughter goes dumb,
and called on my Lord,

as others beside me called on their own,
like Ashemah ... And I said:

In truth, and one way or another,

transgression takes the guilty soul;

if Jonah was swallowed up by the sea
and vomited onto dry land
in his righteousness—what of me?
My Lord, let me live, who wakes from his sleep.

If this is reward for the work of my hands,
may my sin be absolved . . .
Then it sank in the dark of the sea,
like a soldier that God had thrown in its parting;

but under the ship it threatened,

as our hearts died, our breath failing.
And the Lord rebuked the being,

for the moment returned to its depth—



The nautical wizards were astonished,
and wondered how it could happen—
with their ships trapped by Karchah, the accursed!
And I told them:

Such is deliverance for those who know

the great glory of the Lord in His fullness.
He sends salvation to those who admit Him,
and vengeance to those who provoke His wrath.

The sea is His, and all its creatures,
and the waters below, which are vast;
He hangs them on nothingness.
What is a beast beside the Rock

who shaped it and granted it breath,
then endowed it with power?
I thank the Lord with a song of redemption
my mouth will remember,

and acknowledge the Rock beyond creation,
without completion,
and grant the truth of resurrection—
that the dead will arise from dust;

that the Book of Moses we have in our hands
is true and composed with perfection;

that the words of the sages are worthy
and their study is sweet—

and reward for the righteous will follow,
as the dead for their sins in secret

receive their recompense;

that the Lord rules—over land and sea

and the sky and Great Bear above;
that His fear in the lines of my face is drawn,
as His Law is drawn through my blood.
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My friend, are you sleeping?
Rise and wake the dawn,
look up at the sky
like a leopard skin stippled above us,
and see the moon where it should be full,
go dark like a kettle, or kiln,
like the face of a girl—
half of it flushed,
the other darkened in shadow.
Return and glance at the sun,
brought to the end of the month in dimness,
its halo of light on the darkness,
like a crown on the head of a Libyan princess,
and the earth whose sun has set,
reddened—as though with tears.

Both of the beacons were stricken
in the space of a single month
by Him whose dominion is splendor and strength;
He covered the moon with His circle of earth,
and the sun with His moon:

this is the work of the Lord who toys with creation.

He fashioned patches of dark in the moon,
and the sun He created clear,
therefore I liken them now
in their dimness against the dark,
to women bereaved:
the face of the one is bruised,
the other both bruised and wounded—

Yours is the glory, yours entire,
every horse =nd chariot houghed.
It’s you who brings on heat in winter,
and winter, at summer’s height;
you who upends the abyss,
who brings affliction into the sea
like a woman in labor;
you who’ll cast toward all the living—death,
as the arrow flies to its target;
you on the bitter and great
and terrible day of judgment
who will wake me and judge
all who've forsaken the statues,
commandments, and Law.

When you place my deeds in judgment’s scale,
may the side of evil, lighter, rise.

the light of day on a day gone dim,
and the light of night darkened at evening
during the watch.
Like an angry king who brings trouble
on his lords in their own domains,
first He struck the brightness of night,
and afterwards blotted the daylight,
like a king who prepared a poisonous cup
for his mistress, and then for his queen.
Behold what happened—Ilook closely in wonder,
study it well, and read:

Yours is the greatness,
who brought the light in its weight and measure,
and darkened the moon at its cycle’s center,
like a bird caught in a snare.
You’ll do it again in five months more;
looking onto the earth,
you’ll make it reel like a drunkard.
You've ordered the moth and it eats
the Bear and Orion in great constellation;
you fixed for the living among them
a place like a shield;
and all when you rule will be trodden as one,
though not with a shout in a winepress.

On the day you lift me up from my dust

I'll turn and my spirit in fear of your wrath

will flee, and you’ll say:

“Peace be upon you; be still, and do not fear.”

If there remains not a trace of my righteousness,

may your mercy be near.



7. Materialistic and Romantic Poetry
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the vine was created to be enjoyed
and to banish a sad spell,

fine oils were made for their pleasures,
and apples - for their smell

X?p
RIDRIIX (ORI MIYR H¥I 7°DY 12D PR

TIRD VM T NN 12T IRDNND RIT 1AV W IR

——y —==U ===V —_V ——=U ——==v
BB BRI ,07p1) D'D20? “2YB MY v
=077 OYYVEY) DR R2 0*3i0) AR "NR DNN

'oMYIa 0DM P20 nny , anwn oipn pimn

And the brimming womb they emptied was boneless.
The vintage prisoner of two
years in the dark
heart of the pitcher was free.
It had aged, and time worn away at its skin,
though its eye was bright as a boy’s blush;

it was fragrant, though not with frankincense,
and seasoned, although without herbs;
it Jooked like fire
though it poured like water,
and was folly’s embodiment, though it gathered the wise;
it was lightning—with showers to follow:
not the flash of the false alarm.
They poured it across their bodies by night
and went out wise from the cloak of their darkness.

While its glow was imposed
on the brightness of day,
they’d winced looking up to the heavens.
And they held it, though it moved their lips—
though not by threats
or strength of arm.
It spoke within them—although it was still,
and had the guest-list skipping like
fawns, or gazelles.

At once they felt their wisdom flee,
and their knowledge taken captive entirely.
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Your master will surely straighten your ways
For it's upon Him to have your wages paid

But in His service, don’t squander all your days
Some times are for God, and some were for you made,
Give Him half the day and keep half for your work

And at nights don’t let wine go mislaid
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There’s nothing as good as good wine, a sommelier,
A good friend, and a good name to be got

Kneel to God during the day, but bow at night to the cup,
Drink and let your sorrows be forgot
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God, my songs do include things
That will set instigators against my arts



But their meaning is revealed to You

As is my intent, for You are the knower of hearts
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al-Khazari, trans. Hartwiq Herschfeld p. 147-148

Tradition teaches that the smallest measure of praise which it is man's duty to offer to
God, consists in a hundred blessings daily. First among these are the ordinary ones,
then he supplements them in the course of the day by the blessings which accompany
the savouring of odours, eatables and things heard and seen. Whatever he does
beyond those is a gain, and brings him nearer to God, as David says: 'My mouth shall
show forth Thy righteousness, Thy salvation all the day, for | know not the numbers
thereof' (Ps. Ixxi. 15). He means to say: Thy glory is not comprehended by numbers, but
| will devote myself to it all my life and never be free from it. Love and fear no doubt
enter the soul by these means, and are measured with the measure of the law, lest the
joy felt on Sabbaths and holy days outstep its bounds and develop into extravagance,
debauchery and idleness, and neglect of the hours of prayer. Fear, on the other hand,
should not go so far as to despair of forgiveness, and make him spend all his life in
dread, causing him to transgress the command given him to feel pleasure in all that
sustains him, as it is written: 'Thou shalt rejoice in every good thing' (Deut. xxvi. 11). It
would also diminish his gratitude for God's bounties; for gratitude is the effect of joy. He,
however, will be as one alluded to in the words: 'Because thou didst not serve the Lord
thy God in joy . . . thou shalt serve thine enemies' (Deut. xxviii. 47, 49; Lev. xix. 17). Zeal
in reproving 'thy neighbour," and in study should not pass into wrath and hatred,
disturbing the purity of his soul during prayer. He is deeply convinced of the 'justice of
God's judgment.' He finds in it protection and solace from sorrow and the troubles of life
if he is convinced of the justice of the Creator of all living creatures; He who sustains
and guides them with a wisdom which the human intellect is only capable of grasping in
a general way, but not in detail.




8. Some Final Thoughts
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As | live | still hope, for my redeemer's life
Until gathering of the scattered or my life has ended
And | won't say “l am strong and glorious
My place is among kings and the splendid”
The evil inclination cannot tempt me by saying
"You are like a god, honored above all men
What can you add when salvation comes,
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When the exiles are gathered, who will you be then?”

Just standing in the Azarah is so good for my soul
And would be better than reigning as king over all.
And feasts of the finest wines
In impure lands
Is as to me like drinking dregs
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