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He gave Moshe, when He finished speaking with him on Mount Sinai, the two Tablets of the
Testimony, stone tablets, written by the finger of God.

nIR DDMAY MYR'DIND Nhy 1173 NIPD NHZ Y1 MR Y T 199 170:2% mnw
SRR

Moshe turned and descended from the mountain, and the two tablets of Testimony were in
his hand, written on both their sides; on this side and that they were written.
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And the tablets were the workmanship of God, and the writing was the writing of God,
engraved on the tablets.
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Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath at twilight. They are: [1] the opening of
the earth, [2] the opening of the well, [3] the mouth of the donkey, [4] the rainbow, [5] the
manna, [6] the staff [of Moses], [7] the shamir, [8] the letters, [9] the writing, [10] and the
tablets. Some say: the demons, the grave of Moses, and the ram of Abraham, our father.
And others say: tongs, made with tongs.
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R. Jeremiah — or you may also say R. Hiyya b. Abba — also said: The [alternative forms of
the] letters M'N'Z'P'K were prescribed by the Watchmen. Do you really think so? Is it not
written, "These are the commandments," which implies that no prophet s at liberty to
introduce anything new henceforward? And further, R.Hisda has said: The Mem and the
Samek in the tablets remained in place by a miracle. — That is so; they were in use, but
people did not know which form came in the middle of a word and which one at the end,
and the Watchmen came and ordained that the open forms should be in the middle of a
word and the closed forms at the end. But when all is said and done, [we have the text]
“these are the commandments,” which implies that no prophet was destined ever to
introduce an innovation hereafter? What we must say, therefore, is that they were forgotten
and the Watchmen established them again.
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Rebbi Nathan says, the Torah was given in paleo-Hebrew; this follows Rebbi Yose. Rebbi
said, the Torah was given in Assyrian, but when they sinned it was changed into paleo-
Hebrew. When they merited it in the days of Ezra it was changed into Assyrian: Also today /
shall return to you what was told to change; he shall write for himself this changing Torah in
a scroll, a script which in the future is apt to change.

It was stated: Rebbi Simeon ben Eleazar says in the name of Rebbi Eleazar ben Protos who
said it in the name of Rebbi Eleazar from Modiin, the Torah was given in Assyrian script.
What is the reason? The hooks of the pillars, that the letters vav of the Torah look like
pillars. Rebbi Levi said, for him who said, the Torah was given in paleo-Hebrew, the letter
ayin was a miracle. He who said, the Torah was given Assyrian, the letter samekh was a
miracle.
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...These are the two tablets of which it states “Written with a divine finger.” “Golden rolls:”
Just as with waves, between two great waves there are smaller waves, so it was that
between two utterances tails of Torah were written down.
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The ministering angels said: Moses, the Torah was given only for us. He replied: It states:

“honor your father and mother.” Do you have parents? Moreover, it states: “Should
someone die in a tent.” You never die. The Torah was given only to us. The were silenced
and could not reply.
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R. Banai said: The cosmos and all therein was created only in merit of the Torah. To wit:
“The Lord established the Earth with wisdom...”
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In that time a present shall be brought to Hashem of hosts of a people tall and of glossy
skin...
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Vestiges of piyyutim?
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Scholars sometimes note that the three special Shabbat Amidah paragraphs—
e NVTP NNR(Friday night)
e NWN NNW(Shabbat morning)
e MR MNR(Mincha)

look stylistically more poetic than the weekday Amidah blessings. This has led to a
discussion about whether they preserve traces of very early synagogue poetic
composition that predates classical piyut. The idea is not universally accepted, but
several observations motivate it.

The stylistic anomaly

Most of the Amidah is formal rabbinic prose: long sentences, legal-theological language,
and standard blessing formulas.

The Shabbat middle blessings, however:
¢ use short parallel lines
e lean heavily on biblical phraseology
¢ sometimes read like rhythmic col

This resembles early liturgical poetry, though without rhyme or acrostic. Because of this,
some scholars describe them as “proto-piyut” or poetic liturgical prose.



¢ HOWEVER: The passages lack classic paytanic markers

o ho alphabetic acrostic (??7)

o ho signature

o ho strict rhyme/meter
e They appear already fixed in early Geonic prayer traditions.
¢ No geniza fragments show longer poetic versions.

So the safer description is: They are poetically structured prose embedded in the early
Amidah, not fragments of known piyutim.
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Abraham lbn 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
(“q'9~"7y 702an-"7x”) and related passages:

1. Piyyut violates linguistic discipline

Ibn Ezra accuses paytanim of:
¢ breaking the “ruled” 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 3'9-7y 7pan-7xpolemically, Ibn Ezra applies Kohelet’s warning directly to
paytanim:

e 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:
e poets sacrifice meaning and truth for rhyme
e 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

o florid, performative piyyut

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

5. An implicit jab at Palestinian piyyut

Although he never names names, the targets are clear:
e late-antique Palestinian paytanim
e their lexicographical freedom
o theirdense allusiveness

As a Sephardi grammarian steeped in Arabic philology, Ibn Ezra is effectively 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:
e he wrote poetry himself
e he admired structured, rule-governed verse
e 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.



