VIII. MEDIAEVAL HEBREW PROSE

About the time of the Piyyut writers, towards the end of the
period when the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds were
being compiled, the use of Hebrew as a living written language
began to spread throughout the Western Diaspora: North Africa,
Spain, Italy, France, and western Germany. We may suppose
that the national spirit which suffuses the Piyyutim was the main
factor in bringing about the resumption of the active use of the
national language. In all likelihood also the rise of Jewish
trading activity along the France-Ttaly-Egypt-India trade route,
which reached its zenith in the second half of the first millennium
C.E., contributed to the revival. This trade not only raised the
standard of life of the Jewish communities and gave them an
appetite for cultural activities, but also facilitated the movement
of ideas, of books, and of the emissaries of the yeshivor through-
out the Diaspora.

The process extended over several centuries. We first become
aware of the awakening interest in Hebrew in the countries
closer to Palestine, but in the tenth century it also affected the
most distant Jewish communities, namely, Spain and the suc-
cessor states of the Frankish Empire in northern France and
western Germany. Those two areas were soon to become im-
portant Jewish cultural centres in their own right.

The type of Hebrew which thus spread between 500 and 900
C.E. was, of course, the language of Mishnah and Piyyut. In
Spain, too, these types spread initially, but were soon replaced by
the “modern” Biblical-type Hebrew revived through the efforts
of R. Saadiah Gaon. This new trend did not reach “Ashkenaz,’™

1 Ashkenaz is the son of Gomer in Genesis 10:3. The Babylonian Tal-
mud Yoma 10a, identifies Gomer as Germania, Since the Franks were
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the area of the former Frankish Empire, for in the meantime
the contacts between the Ashkenazi Jews and those of the Mus-
lim east had become tenuous. Thus it could happen that for
over two hundred years (900-1150) the knowledge of the Jews
of Christian Europe of the cultural achievements of their co-
religionists in Islamic countries was incomplete and lagged behind
events, sometimes by a matter of generations. Poetry in Arabic
metres only penetrated into “Ashkenaz” two generations after
Rashi; the science of Hebrew grammar, that had been created
in Spain. only became known to them much later. but most
important of all, the Jews of north-western Europe only heard
vague reports about the sciences and philosophy in which their
Arabic-speaking brethren excelled.

The flourishing of the sciences among Jews in Muslim coun-
tries was closely bound up with their acceptance of Arabic as
a main written language (as it was accepted also by the Christians
in those lands). It appears probable that as early as the days
of Saadiah Gaon (882-942) a considerable part of the Jewish
middle class used Arabic, and it was for these that Saadiah
found it necessary to translate parts of the Bible into Arabic. His
translation still serves the Yemenite Jews alongside the Aramaic
Targum. The language of trade among Jews was Arabic
written in Hebrew characters, as we can see in many hundreds
of letters preserved in the Genizah (chamber for storing unusable
Hebrew written material) of the Great Karaite Synagogue in
Cairo. Their command of the Arabic language opened for these
Jews the treasures of Greek science, but recently translated into
Arabic, and they themselves began to write about those subjects
and to employ philosophy for bolstering the Jewish religion,
starting with Saadiah in his ‘Beliefs and Opinions” and up
to Maimonides’s massive ‘““Guide for the Perplexed.” Thus the
very same Jewish circles who cultivated poetry in Biblical Heb-
rew did not employ Hebrew for prose writing. For this reason
they also felt no need to develop the means of expression of the

“sons” of the Germans, the name Ashkenaz could be applied to them
and was intelligible to those who knew Midrash.
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