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Prague Haggadah (1526) 

 

םילשוריב האבה הנשל  •   
Shlomo Dov Goitein, acknowledged master of the Cairo Genizah, 
observed that something akin to “May God join us together in 
Jerusalem” frequently served as a closure to letters that were 
exchanged between people who had no realistic expectation of ever 
being reunited. His takeaway: It was an expression of spiritual 
fulfillment more than the anticipation of a physical reality. 

  



Abraham Ibn Ezra’s critique of piyyut, especially in his commentary on Kohelet 
(Ecclesiastes), is sharp, witty, and very much in character: it’s a philologist’s and 
rationalist’s attack on what he saw as poetic abuse of Hebrew. 

Here’s the core of his argument, as it emerges most clearly in his comments on Eccl. 5:1 
(“ Aיפִּ־לעַ להֵבַתְּ־לאַ ”) and related passages: 

1. Piyyut violates linguistic discipline 

Ibn Ezra accuses paytanim of: 

• breaking the “rules” of Hebrew grammar 

• inventing words with no biblical precedent 

• forcing syntax to fit rhyme schemes 

For Ibn Ezra, this is not creativity, it’s corruption. Hebrew is a received language with 
internal rules, and piyyut often tramples them. 

Poetry that distorts grammar, he implies, is not elevated speech but degraded speech. 

2. “Haste of the mouth” = poetic excess 

Reading ַיפִּ־לעַ להֵבַתְּ־לאA  polemically, Ibn Ezra applies Kohelet’s warning directly to paytanim: 

• excessive verbosity 

• ornamental piling-up of words 

• uncontrolled poetic expansion 

Piyyut becomes a paradigmatic case of religious speech gone wild, where quantity 
replaces substance. 

3. Rhyme over meaning is a theological problem 

Ibn Ezra’s critique is not merely aesthetic. He argues that: 

• poets sacrifice meaning and truth for rhyme 

• theological errors creep in through poetic exaggeration 

• metaphors harden into false doctrine 

Thus piyyut is dangerous: bad Hebrew leads to bad theology. 

4. Prayer should be modest, not performative 

Ibn Ezra contrasts: 

• simple, biblical prayer 
with 

• florid, performative piyyut 

Drawing again on Kohelet, he insists that true worship requires restraint, not verbal display. 
Long, ornate poems signal human ego intruding into divine service. 



5. An implicit jab at Palestinian piyyut 

Although he never names names, the targets are clear: 

• late-antique Palestinian paytanim 

• their lexicographical freedom 

• their dense allusiveness 

As a Sephardi grammarian steeped in Arabic philology, Ibn Ezra is eTectively saying: this 
isn’t how a real language works. 

6. Not a rejection of poetry per se 

Crucially, Ibn Ezra does not reject poetry as such: 

• he wrote poetry himself 

• he admired structured, rule-governed verse 

• he accepted piyyut that preserves grammar and sense 

His critique is about undisciplined piyyut, not all liturgical poetry. 

 
Bottom line 

In his Kohelet commentary, Ibn Ezra uses biblical exegesis as a platform for a broader 
polemic: 

Piyyut fails when it replaces linguistic truth and theological clarity with verbal excess 
and rhyme-driven distortion. 

It’s a classic Ibn Ezra move: turn a verse about existential restraint into a devastating 
critique of contemporary religious culture—while sounding almost amused that anyone 
thought this was a good idea in the first place. 
 

 וידחי רומחבו רושב זורחת אל
 רושימל רושה תא חלשת חלש
 רומה ץראל רומחה תאו

 


