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PREFACE
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Where are they, the hundred seventy and seven holy communities, overflowing with good, which once lived in Castile at ease and in contentment? How they were all destroyed in an instant, from the smallest to the biggest…

—Anonymous chronicle

The history of the Jews of Spain is a remarkable story that begins in the remote past and continues today. For more than a thousand years, Sepharad (the Hebrew word for Spain) was home to a large Jewish community noted for its richness and virtuosity. Summarily expelled in 1492 and forced into exile, their tragedy of expulsion marked the end of one critical phase of their history and the beginning of another. Indeed, in defiance of all logic and expectation, the expulsion of the Jews from Spain became an occasion for renewed creativity. Nor have five hundred years of wandering extinguished the identity of the Sephardic Jews, or diminished the proud memory of the dazzling civilization which they created on Spanish soil.

This book is intended to serve as an introduction and scholarly guide to that history. It is directed to the general reader who is interested in the history of the Jewish people and to the student for whom a one-volume overview is sorely needed. Specialists will recognize my debt to the pioneering studies of Ashtor, Baer, Beinart, G. Cohen, and Yerushalmi, as well as to the younger scholars pursuing new avenues of research today. Aside from the insights I have gained from my colleagues and students, I have been deeply impressed by several contemporary Sephardic leaders who, in the course of our friendship, have imparted to me the special sense of dignity and pride so integral to Sephardic Jews.

The daunting task of encompassing two thousand years of history as rich as that of the Jews of Spain required difficult choices of selection and omission. It is hoped that the necessary telescoping of events and unavoidable condensation will not lead to distortions. In keeping the debate of scholars to a minimum, I hope to present the saga of a unique people in an easily accessible fashion.

I am especially grateful to the Maurice Amado Foundation for its generous support of the photographic section of this book. Its dedication to the furtherance of Sephardic education has provided new impetus to the study of Sephardic civilization. To my editor, Adam Bellow, I owe a special debt of gratitude for his probing questions, sound judgment and superb advice. I am also grateful to Charles Flowers for his skilled editorial assistance. Finally, I can hardly imagine having completed this project without the patience of my husband, Roger, and the encouragement of my daughters, Dina, Debbie, and Tamar.

Mishkenot Sha’ananim
Jerusalem
July 1992



INTRODUCTION
An Enigma of 1492
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After the Spanish monarchs had expelled all the Jews from their kingdoms and lands in January, in that same month they commissioned me to undertake the voyage to India with a properly equipped fleet.

—Christopher Columbus

On the evening of August 2, 1492, two great dramas were simultaneously unfolding in Spain. In the port of Palos, three caravels under the command of Christopher Columbus were undergoing final preparations for their historic journey of discovery. And throughout the country, the nation’s Jews were spending their last night on Spanish soil after a sojourn that had lasted more than 1,500 years. The simultaneity of these two events, which was noted by the explorer in his log, was not accidental. The epochal meaning of his discovery may have eluded Columbus during his lifetime, but the Jews well realized that they stood on the threshold of a terrifying unknown that might yet mark the beginnings of an age of redemption, or so they dared hope.

Five hundred years have elapsed since that summer when one of the most brilliant collectivities in Jewish history was expelled from its home, but its descendants, the Sephardim (from the Hebrew word for Spain, Sepharad), continue today as one of the major branches of the Jewish people. Deeply rooted in the Iberian peninsula since the dawn of their dispersion, these Jews had fervently nurtured a love for Spain and felt a deep loyalty to her language, regions, and traditions. Long after their expulsion, this loyalty and some of the special characteristics of Spanish Jews born in Iberia would endure as a living legacy of a medieval Golden Age. In fact, Spain had been considered a second Jerusalem. At the same time, however, the effects of long centuries of persecution on Iberian soil would also cling to the Sephardim like a shadow.

When King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella’s decree of expulsion was promulgated on March 31, ordering the 300,000 Jews of Spain to leave within four months, the Sephardim reacted with shock and disbelief. (At Jewish request, an initial deadline of July 31 would be postponed to August 2 because of the holiday of Tisha B’av.) Surely, they felt, the prominence of their people in all walks of life, the sheer longevity of their communities (which had already survived centuries of uprisings, discrimination, and local pogroms), and the presence of so many Jews and Christians of Jewish ancestry (conversos) in the inner circles of the court, municipalities, and even the Catholic church could provide protection and avert the decree.

The biblical book of Obadiah itself spoke of “the exile of Jerusalem that was in Sepharad,” and the Sephardim believed themselves to be descendants of Judaean royalty, tracing their lineage back to King David. For hundreds of years, theirs was a community of shared vitality and unbroken creativity, admired by all of world Jewry. Spanish Jews were especially proud of their long line of poets, whose secular as well as religious songs continued to be recited. Their philosophers had been influential even among the scholars of the West, their innovative grammarians had earned a lasting place as pioneers of the Hebrew language, and their mathematicians, scientists, and innumerable physicians had won acclaim. The resourcefulness and public service of Sephardic diplomats also filled the annals of many Muslim kingdoms. In fact, they had not just resided in Spain; they had co-existed side by side with Muslims and Christians, taking the notion of living together (la convivencia) with utmost seriousness.

But the harsh reality of expulsion was all too implacable, even as their two leading statesmen and community leaders, Abraham Seneor and Don Isaac Abrabanel, struggled throughout that tense spring to have the decree rescinded. Seneor, chief tax collector of Spain and rab de la corte (court rabbi), had served as the critical go-between in the betrothal of Ferdinand and Isabella, providing the funds for the precious gift that sealed the match. His assistant and eventual successor Abrabanel, although a relative newcomer to Spain, had earned respect in the highest political circles for his fiscal advice and was also considered to be one of the leading Jewish intellectuals of the day. The king was willing to listen to their pleas and even accepted a substantial bribe from Abrabanel, but the decision stood.
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The vanished land of Sepharad provides one of the great themes of Jewish history, somewhat analogous to the destruction of the Temple and the Babylonian Exile. Yet it is not always clear to the observer precisely what Sepharad meant to the Jew. Was it a real or mythic place? Or was it a moment in time? Was it a memory of a fleeting era of song? Or was it the particular personality of the singer of that melody? Or did Sepharad connote a special sense of nobility? It was probably some combination of all of these elements. At the heart of Sephardic self-definition lies the memory of a Jewish Golden Age of philosophy, poetry, and science in tenth and eleventh century Andalusia that predates the Spanish Golden Age by 500 years. Sepharad also denotes the reality of a degree of integration unknown elsewhere in medieval times. Only in modern Germany and the United States have the surrounding cultures been as beckoning to the Jew.

Jewish historians agree that Sephardic Jewry as a unique, definable portion of world Jewry emerged from the fertile commingling of three civilizations in Iberia in medieval times. Jews had probably reached the westernmost edge of the Mediterranean in antiquity when the Second Temple still stood in Jerusalem. Thereafter, they remained within the cultural orbit of the Greco-Roman Jewish world for hundreds of years, enjoying a flourishing life on the peninsula. They were already an ancient, rooted community when Spain embraced Catholicism in the sixth century.

During the sixth and seventh centuries, the final years of Visigothic Christian rule and among the most turbulent in Jewish history, severe persecutions forced the community to disperse or go underground. But with the passing of the Christian Visigothic kingdom in 711, Spanish Jewish life slowly revived. Spain became part of a dynamic Muslim empire as well as a participant in Mediterranean Jewish civilization. Yet the country was never entirely subdued by Islam. Judaism flourished in an unusual, indeed unique, environment as one component of the medieval Iberian scene that included Muslims and Christians. It was precisely because of this interaction that special sparks and creative energies were generated. In all of medieval Europe, only in Spain were Jews not the sole minority in a homogeneous Christian state. Consequently, Jews experienced two overlords on one soil as Iberia remained home to all three faiths from 711 to 1492. Living side by side with Christians and Muslims, Jews shared the misfortunes and fortunes of both.

It is not accidental that Spain invented special words to denote Muslims who lived under Christian rule (mudejar) and Christians who lived under Islam (mozarabs) in recognition that these cultural boundaries were fluid. More than once, the Jews served as cultural intermediaries between the two realms, becoming permanently shaped by the pattern of oscillating control between Christendom and Islam.

Since the two major peninsular powers were locked in a battle that persisted for centuries, the atmosphere of “holy war” inevitably shaped the destiny of the Jews, who found themselves caught between the warring blocs. In this climate of continuous crusade and crisis, both Islam and Christendom were altered. Early flexibility and toleration in Islamic Andalusia soon gave way to intolerance and fanaticism, and Christian exclusivity (hegemonism) eventually replaced multicultural-ism. The most drastic symptom of this change was the reappearance of the dreaded practice of forced conversion, which culminated in laws of racial purity, ghettoization, and expulsion.

The experience of Sephardim raises the issue of acculturation and assimilation as no other Jewish community has. For many centuries Jewish civilization borrowed freely from the surrounding Muslim culture. Even after Jews moved into Christian Spain, their interaction with the dominant culture persisted. When persecutions overwhelmed the Sephardim in 1391 and they were offered the choice of conversion or death, the numbers of converts outnumbered the considerable number of martyrs. The very novelty of this mass conversion, unique to Jewish experience, has induced scholars to seek causality in the high degree of acculturation attained by the Sephardim. Medieval commentators, especially, were fond of placing the blame for the breakdown of communal discipline upon Jewish acculturation, and some of the greatest modern Jewish historians, such as Itzhak Baer, have cited in addition the corrosive impact of Averroist philosophy and the cynicism of Spain’s assimilated Jewish courtier class. But in the wave of mass conversions and the sharp communal conflicts, it was not just the philosophers who succumbed in the face of persecution.

Admittedly, in all of the great ages of Jewish history, Jews have freely borrowed ideas and institutions from the broader culture surrounding them, transforming these borrowings to create something both new and compatible with Judaism. When given a modicum of political freedom and tolerance, Jews have engaged in intensive prolonged dialogue with the civilizations of the world. A Jewish culture that did not adapt to new waves of thought would have become frozen in an ancient mold. To a large extent, then, the story of Jewish history is the story of creative cultural adaptation, and nowhere was this process more thoroughgoing than in Spain. Jewish encounters with Islam and Christianity were more profound and enduring, their fruits more varied and rich.

As it has been preserved and transmitted, Sephardic history in large part centers upon versatile personalities who were not ghettoized but mixed in the wider society with an unusual measure of confidence. Their familiarity with secular culture did not derive from living in a society that was welcoming and tolerant; like all medieval Jews, the Sephardim were often scorned by the majorities among whom they lived. Nevertheless, they exhibited a rare zeal to embrace the larger world around them, and indeed this openness to the broad intellectual currents of the wider society is one of the most pronounced Sephardic traits. Their experience also demonstrates the possibilities of minority cultural achievement even in times of tension and extreme pressure to conform.

It has been remarked that all great themes in world history have revolved around the idea of exile. Perhaps no people has been more keenly aware of the consequences of exile than the Jews, who have endowed their own experience with moral and theological dimensions. Jewish history has been played out in the shadow of an intense awareness of homelessness, coupled with a striving for ultimate redemption. The diaspora was seen as a history of waiting for redemption, not always patiently, and more than any other Jewry, Sephardic thinkers combed biblical sources in order to find clues to the date of the end of exile. Especially attuned to the pain of exile, they constantly sought remnants of Jewish sovereignty somewhere in the world and also raised innumerable false messiahs in this process of “pushing the end of days.” Theirs was no ordinary yearning for redemption, and ultimately it broke all bounds in the seventeenth century, erupting in one of the most bizarre and destructive messianic movements in all of Jewish history. Sephardim believed in the imposter Sabbetai Zevi out of an explosive need to believe (see the end of chapter 6).

The Sephardic sense of incompleteness and loneliness in exile was paradoxical, however, for their exile in Sepharad was not only comfortable but not quite an exile. In the minds of her sons and daughters, Sepharad was a second Jerusalem. Expulsion from Spain, therefore, was as keenly lamented as was exile from the Holy Land. The sense of being doubly exiled gave Sephardic history both a new dynamism and a heightened sense of despair after 14921.

Still, no medieval Jew sang as poignantly of exile as did the Sephardic Jew. None argued as cogently about it, either, or spent as much time and effort calculating when that exile would end and redemption begin. The tension between rootedness and rootlessness, between Spain and Zion, gave the Sephardic diaspora a special coloration, for Zion was not only a future reality for them but an attainable destination. Each generation of Sephardim seems to have reestablished concrete links with the land of Israel through immigration of members of the community.

It is perhaps surprising that the expulsion from Spain should be considered in a class by itself in Jewish history, for it was only the last in a long line of expulsions that removed all Jews from western Europe by 1500 (with a few exceptions in Italy and Germany). The exclusion of Jews from England in 1290 left scarcely a ripple, and if the fourteenth-century expulsions from France and Germany were immortalized in dirge, they were not lamented as a wrenching departure. Only in the case of Spain was the plight of an exilic community construed as an exile within exile.

Historians must wonder why members of this one community retained such loyalty to a country that so brutally expelled them 500 years ago, proudly preserving the names of Iberian cities in their own names. What made the Sephardic experience different? How did Sephardic Jewry become a definable entity within world Jewry? Why did its diaspora remain distinctive in identity although not substantially distinctive in Jewish practice? There are no other instances in Jewish history of such a close and enduring identification of the Jews with a land outside the Holy Land. Jews have lived in every corner of the globe, yet only Sepharad has lent its name to a division of world Jewry. Even today, refugee Sephardic congregations in contemporary Canada call a new synagogue kehillat anshei Castilia (the congregation of the people of Castile), though it was established in the 1980s by emigrés from Israel whose ancestors have lived for centuries in Morocco and had last stepped on Castilian soil 500 years ago. Remarkably, during the turmoil of the early 1990s in Serbia, fifty-seven Sephardic Jews of Sarajevo sought to return, not to the land of Israel but to Spain, and successfully sought asylum from King Juan Carlos. The main division of world Jewry, the Ashkenazim, have never exhibited the same nostalgia and longing for a lost exile. Even their name is more vague. Ashkenaz does not refer to a clear association of Jews with a definable geographic unit. Rather, the term refers to a cultural complex that began in the Rhine-land in medieval times and stretched eastward. No country, not even modern Germany, ever held the same revered place in the consciousness of its Jewish residents as did Spain. Significantly, Sephardic identity with the country arose even before there was an entity known as Spain. By the eighth century, it was recognized that there was a separate Jewry in Iberia designated as Sephardic; Spain itself would not become a reality until the end of the Middle Ages when Granada was conquered, the Muslims were subdued, and her many kingdoms were united. When the great medieval scholar Moses Maimonides signed his letters as Moses ben Maimon ha-Sefaradi (“the Sephardic Jew”) in the twelfth century, he expressed a reality that his readers undoubtedly understood.

The Spanish element in the Sephardic identity, reflecting a special relationship with both Spain’s Christian and Islamic culture, continued long after the ties with the country were severed. How strange it seems that Sephardim scattered in Turkey and Bulgaria, Curaçao and Pernambuco, sang ballads about medieval Spanish knights and maidens in their medieval Spanish language, Ladino. Throughout the Turkish-speaking world, the conversation of Sephardic Jews, especially women, would be peppered with Spanish proverbs. The classical genres of Spanish oral literature would be preserved for centuries in the Balkans in romances as each important life-cycle event was marked by Jewish festivities rich in Spanish song. This portable folk culture was preserved in Ladino until it was brutally and decisively wiped out in Europe during World War II by the Holocaust and destruction of the Jews, including most European Sephardim. Retention of the Spanish language served to unite the Sephardic diaspora until the eve of its destruction.

A final feature distinguishing Sephardic history that recurs with surprising frequency is the notion of descent from royal and aristocratic lineage. Indeed, claims of noble ancestry cling to Sephardic history from their earliest myths of origin in Spain in Roman times. Such claims are unusual among Jews and may perhaps be related to the influence of ideas of honor, race, and lineage among their Hispanic neighbors. Sephardim remained aristocrats even in their exile, albeit aristocrats fallen on hard times.

Even today, Sephardic Jews pride themselves on their noble bearing and illustrious ancestry. Their sense of localism and “pedigree” is often reflected in meticulously detailed marriage contracts and family trees that trace generations of ancestors back to the medieval cities of Spain. The Sephardic self-perception of aristocracy has not always endeared them to other Jews nor it is easily comprehended.
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Christopher Columbus arrived in Spain in 1484. The Inquisition had just been established in Castile, charged by the king and queen to ferret out the “heretics” who secretly engaged in Jewish practices. Jews and conversos were being subjected to the closest scrutiny as rumors and blackmail struck terror among thousands. In such circumstances, the arrival of Columbus, an inconspicuous visitor, evoked no comment.

In later centuries, both Spanish and Italian patriots have claimed him; but in fact the background of this obscure map maker and sea captain is extremely vague. He himself was always quite evasive about his origins, although he claimed to come from Genoa. In Spain he referred to himself as a foreigner (extranjero), but he kept his journals and made marginal notations in his books in Spanish, not Italian; his letters to his brother Bartholome and his son Diego were also written in Spanish, and he wrote Latin in a recognizably Spanish manner. Yet his Spanish was the language of the fourteenth century, and his characteristics seemed to suggest a Catalan background. Furthermore, although he made an elaborate show of his Christian piety, he always kept company with Jews and Muslims.

At first, his negotiations to obtain Ferdinand and Isabella’s backing for an unprecedented westward voyage to India were unpromising. The kingdom of Castile was not in strong financial shape, for its treasury was depleted and whole provinces devastated by Ferdinand and Isabella’s protracted war to reconquer Granada and reunify Spain under Christian ascendancy. Besides, the explorer’s terms were much too high: he was demanding the titles of admiral as well as viceroy of all the realms he might discover and conquer, along with a tenth of their riches. Eventually, as the world knows, the royal couple would be convinced to support Columbus’s proposal; what is less well known is how their decision was influenced by the intercession of powerful Jewish and converso courtiers who pressed his cause and gained agreement to most of his terms.

Even as these negotiations were taking place, the king and queen were drafting the historic decree of expulsion, apparently with the aid of courtiers in the inner circles of power. It was during the period between the drafting of the document and the public announcement that Abrabanel and Seneor had tried to have it revoked. Was there any coordination between Abrabanel’s pleas and the enthusiastic petitions at court on behalf of Columbus? As it happens, the public announcement of the coming expulsion took place on the same day that Columbus was ordered to ready his fleet. Is it significant that a Jewish presence hovered so closely around this decisive voyage, or that so many of the principal actors at this court were involved in both affairs? And how had this obscure petitioner been able to obtain such powerful backing and make such influential friends at the center of power?

Somehow, Columbus had quickly established himself among the most prominent converso figures at court. In addition to Abrabanel, Seneor, Santangel, and Sanchez, Jewish converts who served the monarchy included Alfonso de la Caballeria, vice chancellor and political councillor of Aragon, and Juan Cabrero, the royal chamberlain. Evidently, these courtiers were still trusted and retained as faithful servants of the king and queen, even though the Inquisition hovered in the background.

Finance minister Luis de Santangel and Don Isaac Abrabanel were so enthusiastic about Columbus’s voyage that they offered to advance the sum of five million maravedis as a loan to the king and queen to equip a fleet for the explorer, rejecting the queen’s famously dramatic pledge of her own personal jewels to finance the trip. (Santangel probably got some of this money from his relative Gabriel Sanchez, the treasurer-general of Aragon, also a converso, but he apparently offered at least 17,000 ducats from his own purse.) Isabella accepted the loan, and Columbus’s project was finally approved.

The initial obstacle to Columbus’s trip, however, was not expense but the skepticism of the scientific junta that was assembled in Spain to scrutinize his proposal. After all, he had already been rebuffed by the Portuguese, who were then preeminent in exploration. Focused on the possibilities of the eastward routes, Lisbon was not interested in Columbus’s schemes for sailing to India in the opposite direction.

Interestingly, cosmography, map-drawing, and astronomy at this time were almost exclusively Jewish occupations. For example, the work of the fourteenth-century Majorcan Jewish scientists Abraham Cresques, “Master of Maps and Compasses,” and his son Yehuda, known as “the Compass Jew” or “Map Jew,” were part of the intellectual baggage of all explorers. Their cartographic inventiveness was matched by Jewish technological advances, for the essential device used for determining the position of a vessel at sea, the quadrant, was known as the quadrans Judaicus after its Jewish inventor. It was used in conjunction with an improved astrolabe manufactured by two Jewish physicians of the Lisbon court, Masters Rodrigo and Joseph Vecinho. (The latter, a pupil of the famous Sephardic astronomer Abraham Zacuto who would later play an important role in Columbus’s fortunes, was still attending King John of Portugal when the explorer arrived in Lisbon for the first time in the 1470s.) Finally, the preferred astronomical tables of the day, the Alfonsine Tables, had been prepared in Spanish for Alfonso the Wise in the thirteenth century by two Jewish court astronomers. Columbus was the proud possessor of his own copy.

Despite popular belief, by the 1480s all educated people knew that the earth was spherical. Yet many still doubted the technical feasibility of Columbus’s proposal. The actual distance between the Azores, the most westward landfall known at the time, and the “eastern end of India” was unknown, thus rendering a westward voyage foolhardy at best. Columbus, relying on several miscalculations, was convinced that the ocean expanse he would have to cross was actually quite narrow and could be easily traversed by the day’s oceangoing vessels. But his opponents in King John’s scientific councils, choosing to reject his proposal in 1484, were more correct than he. His erroneous calculations put “India” more or less on the actual site of the North American continent.

When Columbus moved on to Spain with his schemes, he was immediately befriended by Diego de Deza, a prominent theologian of reputed converso background at the University of Salamanca as well as tutor to the heir-apparent, Prince Don Juan. When Deza summoned a conference of scientists to give the explorer a hearing, their doubts were dispelled by Zacuto himself, who probably taught at the university even though he was a practicing Jew. The outstanding astronomer of the day, he had produced the standard tables of the stars, moon, and sun in his Almanac Perpetuum. Originally composed in Hebrew but available also in Spanish and Latin, this work was used by Vasco da Gama as well as Columbus. In fact, Columbus believed it had rescued him more than once: in the most dramatic instance, he used the Almanac to predict an eclipse, thus quelling a mutiny within his ranks.

As early as 1487, Columbus had the backing of Seneor and Abrabanel and received a royal stipend. Does this connection with Jews prove, as some historians have argued, that the explorer shared their background? Such scholars have also noted the eager involvement of Santangel and of the prominent converso family of Alfonso de la Caballería in backing the explorer. They wonder why Columbus sometimes dated his correspondence by Jewish reckoning from the date of the destruction of the Second Temple (la casa secunda) rather than by the birth of Christ. They also wonder about the strange cipher used in all of his letters to his son except the only one Diego was told to show to the Queen: it seems to resemble the Hebrew abbreviation for beEzrat haShem (“with the help of God”) that is commonly found in Jewish correspondence. Even the explorer’s signature, which he insisted his son use after his death, has been the subject of Jewish exegesis. Moreover, it is clear that he had an unusually strong interest in Jewish matters, which would be understandable and indeed common among conversos but definitely atypical for a Spanish Old Christian. Atypical, too, was his frequent use of Old Testament allusions to describe the hazards of his journey. Finally, his letter announcing his discovery was sent, not to the royal couple, but to the conversos Sanchez and Santangel. In a sense, this could be construed as the natural courtesy owed the latter for putting up his own money. But what is to be made of his exclamation in another letter?

I am not the first admiral of my family. Let them give me the name they will, for, after all, David, a very wise King, kept ewes and lambs and later was made a King of Jerusalem, and I am the servant of the same Lord who raised David to that state.2

Moreover, six identifiable conversos were aboard the three vessels that left for the New World on the night of the expulsion of the Jews. Others might have been present as well, but it was typical for conversos to hide as much of their Jewish background as possible in order to evade the scrutiny of the Inquisition. Sanchez’s nephew Rodrigo was included as fiscal inspector for the expedition. The translator Luis de Torres, who spoke Hebrew, Arabic, and Aramaic, had converted only a short time before. (He would become the first European to explore Cuba and would discover the Indians’ use of tobacco.) Maestre Bernal, the apothecary, and Master Marco, the physician, were also conversos.

What lay behind these and similar connections? Perhaps Santangel, reeling from the devastation wreaked upon his family by the long arm of the Inquisition, was animated more by personal than by scientific motives to become involved in the voyage. Perhaps he shared the dream of many contemporaries that Columbus might find a kingdom of the Lost Tribes, a possible asylum for Jews far from the reaches of the Inquisition. Or perhaps the conversos and the explorer shared an obdurate attachment to some form of Judaism that has disappeared. The mystery cannot be solved.

Perhaps the explanation for the conspicuous involvement of so many Jews and conversos lies in the fact that Jews constituted some of the most educated segments of the population and took a lively interest in all scientific matters. Or, alternatively, they may simply have regarded his voyage as a promising business opportunity and hence agreed to underwrite the venture. Additionally, both Christians and Jews were intrigued by exotic stories which explorers circulated regarding the wealth and lure of lost kingdoms. These alone could account for the interest of so many Jews in Columbus’s plans. Yet, with all the pressing issues of state confronting these converso ministers, it seems strange that so many of them were actively involved with plans for the voyage of an unknown adventurer whom many described as decidedly disagreeable. Unless, that is, he had managed to ignite their apocalyptic yearnings or offered concrete possibilities for refuge. Certainly no Jew, least of all a converso who had had a brush with the dreaded Inquisition, felt secure; and false hopes of messianic redemption, embellished by reports of distant kingdoms of the Lost Tribes of Israel, fired the imagination of thousands at this time.
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Whether Columbus was an Italian of converso origin, a Spaniard, or a Jew will never be known, since his heirs—for unknown reasons—destroyed most of his private papers and other archival materials. But his dependence upon conversos and Jews for the initial commission to sail is a matter of record. These frightened courtiers had ample reason to encourage explorations in search of new kingdoms, particularly if they believed it possible that one of them could turn out to be the realm of the Lost Tribes.

Any potential benefits the Sephardim might have hoped to obtain from the voyage were never realized. By the time news of his great find reached the mainland, they had already been expelled. Some conversos did emigrate to the Americas during the 1500s, hoping to distance themselves from the Inquisition once and for all. However, such attempts were unsuccessful.

From the vantage point of Sephardic history, the most important individual who crossed the path of the explorer—and left a lasting mark on both the expedition and the Jews of Spain—was also the most representative of both his class and culture: Don Isaac Abrabanel. In the last months of frantic negotiations to rescue his community, Abrabanel was offered the choice of remaining in Spain, retaining his riches, and gaining further honors—if he converted. He chose instead to lead his people into exile with dignity. For centuries thereafter, his far-flung progeny in Turkey, Italy, Holland, Palestine, the American Northwest, and even Poland, from the humblest tailors to world-renowned musicians, have repeated the expression, Basta mi nombre que es Abrabanel (It is enough that I am named Abrabanel).

As a young man, Abrabanel worked with his father at the court of the Portuguese king Alfonso IV and also engaged in family business that extended beyond Iberia as far as Flanders. The king was a bibliophile who liked to surround himself with intellectuals and must have been impressed with Abrabanel, who published his first learned treatise in his twenties, a work that exhibited familiarity with Christian literature and several European languages. In 1471, the young scholar would be vividly confronted with the spectacle of Jewish despair: 250 Moroccan Jews captured in the Portuguese conquest of Arzila that year were brought into the country as slaves. Moved to action, Abrabanel traveled the countryside for six months, exhorting his brethren to redeem and rehabilitate their refugee co-religionists.

In 1483 he was forced to flee Lisbon for Spain, the victim of political machinations and court intrigue surrounding the succession to the throne. Leaving his fortune behind, he began his career anew in the service of Ferdinand of Aragon and soon achieved prominence and recouped his wealth. What drew him to the Spanish court? How did he serve Ferdinand and Isabella from 1484 through 1492, gaining ever more honors and greater prestige even as his community’s fortunes were sinking? Was he attracted by an irresistible offer to reorganize the finances of the kingdom in order to pursue the war against Granada, or was he guided in his decision to reenter public service by the introduction of the Inquisition in Spain at this time? Did he hope to strengthen the monarchy’s ability to counteract the anti-Jewish sentiments of the burghers, clergy, and feudal lords? Did he hope that his prominence would counteract the influence of hostile conversos at court? Did he feel a “calling” to leadership in the hour of his people’s greatest need, based on his oft-proclaimed conviction that he was descended from the house of David?

We cannot know what motivated him, but it is surely suggestive that he had witnessed the expulsion of the Jews from Andalusia, seen the disastrous early trials of the Inquisition that wreaked havoc upon scores of secret Jews, and was familiar with the anxiety and impending destruction of the powerful Santangels. He was living in a time of mounting terror for the Jews.

The high point of his public career came in the spring of 1492, soon after he learned of the expulsion decree, when he tried unsuccessfully to prevail upon the monarchs to revoke the edict. Going into exile, he found refuge in the kingdom of Naples until 1494, when he was forced to flee yet again. During the last decade of his life he wrote unceasingly, once again combining the roles of communal leader, political activist, biblical commentator, and philosopher.
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From our vantage point, it is obvious that 1492 marks the end of one spectacular chapter in the continuing odyssey of the Jewish people and the beginning of another. At least two routes of exile followed the expulsion: one ran directly eastward from Spain to the world of Islam, the other through Portugal to northern Europe. The larger group of exiles took the first, closing a circle that had begun with the Arab conquest of Iberia in the eighth century. This Spanish-speaking diaspora, which stretched from Morocco across North Africa to Egypt and Palestine, also included countless communities along the northern shores of the Mediterranean and up into the Balkans. Scarcely had these exiles planted new roots in the Ottoman Empire than dozens of outstanding rabbis, creative mystics, and towering legal figures like Samuel de Medina, Joseph Caro, Jacob Berab, Moses Cordovero, Jacob ibn Zur, David ibn Abi Zimra, and Solomon Alkabetz began to flourish. Sephardic craftsmen and skilled artisans enlivened the markets of the Near East while diplomats and courtiers like Don Joseph Nasi and Dona Gracia Mendes, Moses Hamon and the Picciottos, influenced the course of Ottoman diplomacy.

By the eighteenth century, this Asian and Africa diaspora, along with their host societies, entered an era of decline. An intellectual and demographic stagnation set in that was not arrested until the introduction of western ideas and technologies in the nineteenth century. Even as these ideas began to percolate down to all levels of Jewish society, the strong strain of mysticism so characteristic of post-expulsion Sephardic Jews remained prominent. Ladino- and Arabic-speaking, the Jews of Muslim lands more closely resembled the depressed state of their Muslim neighbors on the eve of the modern era than the phantoms of their glorious ancestors.

The second route of exile followed a more circuitous path. Sephardim who went northward generally began their wanderings in Portugal and only belatedly followed the path out of Iberia, usually as secret Jews or marranos. These Jews entered Europe in small numbers, forming secret communities in Holland, the Spanish-held Netherlands, and towns in southern France. Their arrival coincided with an era of major transformation on the Continent. By the seventeenth century the weight of economic gravity was shifting to the Atlantic. In England and Holland, the religious intolerance of the Reformation was yielding to a new mercantilist appreciation of the economic benefits that might accrue from toleration. Thus the Sephardim of western Europe would become pioneers and beneficiaries of a new age. With Amsterdam as its center, the Sephardic dispersion moved across the Atlantic to Brazil, Curaçao, Surinam, and New Amsterdam. These Portuguese-speaking merchants were distinguished by aristocratic bearing, a sense of pride, and a need to remain inconspicuous, born of the hazardous experience of having been crypto-Jews under the gaze of the Inquisition. Their diaspora produced great philosophers like Spinoza and multitalented personalities like the rabbi-printer Menasseh ben Israel or the economist Isaac Pinto. They could be found among the explorers of the Far East as well as at the frontiers of modern science and economic thought. Sephardic migrants would be the pioneering element in the resettlement of Jewish communities all over western Europe. They would also be the first Jews to arrive on North American shores in the 1650s.

The Sephardim retained their interest in secular culture even as their schools and communities were showing the first signs of decline. Ultimately, this Portuguese-speaking diaspora was engulfed either by the dominance of the Ashkenazim or, in Europe, by the forces of destruction that annihilated nearly all the Jews of Europe in our century. Very few survivors of the Western Sephardic diaspora can be found today, despite their tenacious attempts to retain their proud lineage.

Wherever they wandered after 1492, the Sephardim characteristically did not join the existing congregations of Israel but instead formed their own synagogues and communities. This phenomenon had occurred previously in Jewish history when Babylonian Jews established their own congregations in Palestine or Palestinian Jews had retained separate institutions in Egypt. Usually, however, such separate identity lasted only one or two generations, since the children and grandchildren tended to discard traditional ways and settle down in their adopted country. The case of the Sephardim was completely different, for more than other Jews they remained loyal to their past. They were also more contentious, forming splits even among themselves, and more unwilling to relinquish their cherished traditions. Finally, they also displayed a tendency to overwhelm other Jewish communities and impose their own ways, especially where they arrived in large numbers, as in Turkey or Morocco.

Throughout much of the long history of the Jewish dispersion, Sephardim were the largest group. Forming an absolute majority in medieval times, they reached as high as 90 percent of the world Jewish population in the twelfth century. But by 1700 they comprised only 50 percent, and their decline was steady thereafter. Living in increasingly depressed conditions in deteriorating Muslim societies, Sephardic numbers remained constant or declined at precisely the moment that the Ashkenazic Jews of Europe began to experience a population explosion. By the twentieth century, an absolute reversal had occurred: in 1930, Sephardim were less than 10 percent of world Jewry, or slightly more than one and a half million out of sixteen million. Most were Middle Eastern Jews, and thus their center of gravity was decisively in the East.

After the Holocaust and the destruction of the European Jews, the relative weight of Sephardim has once again shifted. Today, Sephardic and Middle Eastern Jews comprise 25 percent of world Jewry and fully 60 percent of the state of Israel. Most observers, puzzled about how to define the Sephardic world today, question the current tendency to lump Sephardic Jews together with Jews from Muslim lands. This practice recognizes that the two communities are akin in liturgy and legal traditions, in hundreds of years of coexistence, and in coundess other ways. The centuries during which most Sephardim have lived among the Jews of the Islamic world have blurred the distinctive features that once divided the Jews of Spain from their brethren. Joined by political boundaries and shared intellectual traditions, Jews of North Africa, the Near East, and Spain all came under the influence of the venerable rabbinic academies of Baghdad long before their peoples came together in exile.

After 1492, centuries of wandering muted the separate identity of Spain’s Jewish offspring still further. The “exiles of Jerusalem who were in Sepharad” became the exiles of Sepharad in Djerba and Gibraltar, Belgrade and Valona, Cairo and Alexandria, Casablanca and Meknes. Neither the paths of their dispersion nor the process of cultural amalgamation have been predictable or easily comprehended. Especially today, the postwar Jewish world has witnessed remarkable, unpresaged change. Perhaps most extraordinary has been the return of Sephardic and Middle Eastern Jews to the land of Israel. Although that nation is most often associated with its socialist pioneers who came from eastern Europe, a large number of its contemporary leaders, artists, and builders are drawn from the Sephardic masses arriving after 1948.

Over the last generation perhaps one million Jews from Muslim lands have returned to Israel, becoming the majority today. In this old-new state the designations of Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and Middle Eastern Jews are increasingly a thing of the past. Attempts to unite these various exiles have been implicit in the process of nationbuilding.

Even as these groups come together, however, the lessons of the long, fascinating Sephardic story are compelling and significant. Overshadowed by the much larger and more familiar story of Ashkenazic Europe, the complete saga of a Jewry that spoke Judeo-Arabic, Judeo-Spanish, Catalan, Serbian, Turkish, Judeo-Tatar, or Marathi and were heirs to a glorious past in Valencia and Saragossa, Aragon and Aleppo, has yet to be fully told. Their journey was unparalleled, involving a continuous wresding with the great cultures they confronted and a determination to keep alive the memory of Sepharad with the call to Jerusalem. For Don Isaac Abrabanel there was no mistaking the unique quality of his people as he departed with them from Spain:

From the rising of the sun to its setting, from north to south, there never was such a chosen people [as the Jews of Spain] in beauty and pleasantness, and afterwards, there will never be another such people. God was with them, the children of Judea and Jerusalem, many and strong … a quiet and trusting people, a people filled with the blessing of God with no end to its treasures.3



1
Volatile Origins
The Early History of Jewish Life in Spain


The exiles of Jerusalem who are in Sepharad will inherit the cities of the Negev.

—Obadiah 1:20

The beginnings of Jewish life in Spain are cloaked in myth and legend. According to medieval Sephardic traditions, Jews reached the Iberian peninsula in biblical times. Thus the city of Tarshish toward which Jonah sailed in hopes of evading God’s command was thought to be Tartessus, originally a Phoenician and later Carthaginian seaport on the Mediterranean coast. The tombstone of Adoniram, King Solomon’s general, supposedly was unearthed in Murviedro. As early as the first century of the common era, the designation “Sepharad” mentioned in the biblical book of Obadiah was considered by Jewish teachers to be identical with Ispamia or Spain. One particular folk tradition has lasted virtually to the present day: the legend that some of ancient Jerusalem’s aristocratic families, deported first by the Babylonians in 586 BCE and then again by the Roman conqueror Titus in 70 CE, resettled on the Spanish shore.

These and similar traditions attesting to the Sephardic community’s biblical origins were probably a form of self-defense, for most of them emerged when anti-Semitism was intensified during the Christian re-conquest of Muslim Spain. It was as if Spanish Jews were proclaiming that they could not be charged (as indeed they were) with “killing Christ,” because they were nowhere near Palestine at the time of the crucifixion.

Still, these legends do not entirely violate historic truth. Migration of Jews throughout the Roman diaspora (c. 200 BCE-200 CE) was so widespread that the ancient Greek geographer Strabo reportedly exclaimed, “This people has already made its way into every city, and it is not easy to find any place in the habitable world which has not received this nation and in which it has not made its power felt” (Josephus, Antiquities, XIV, 115). More specifically, it is known that Jewish merchants and travelers followed the expansion of Phoenician and Syrian trading colonies all along the shores of the Mediterranean, certainly including the Iberian peninsula. Ships that brought wares from the East also invariably left Jewish settlers in their wake.

Somewhat contrary to popular belief, perhaps, Jews in the Roman diaspora flourished in some measure because the Empire recognized Judaism as a legal religion (religio licita). It was in Imperial Roman interests to permit a combination of religious toleration and measured ethnic, cultural self-government to the Jews since they constituted an important economic and cultural force throughout the Empire. Accordingly, Jews were treated as an autonomous, self-governing people and exempted from the obligation of recognizing the cult of the emperor. But this exemption also had a negative side since pagan Rome did not understand the exclusivist claims of a monotheistic faith and therefore assumed that the Jews were unpatriotic.

Rome also continued to recognize the Jewish cultural ties to their national homeland in Palestine even after the great Jewish revolts there in the first and second centuries. Thus, Jews from throughout the diaspora were permitted to send contributions to their political and cultural institutions in the Holy Land. This gesture had considerable symbolic and practical implications for such a far-flung dispersion, because deference to Palestinian religious leadership provided a sense of unity. At the same time, Jews ran their practical affairs on a day-to-day basis at the local level, each community being sovereign even though they all shared the same organizational patterns, adjusting them to meet local requirements. Congregations were typically autonomous even in the many cities in the Empire that had more than one. Throughout these early centuries, the Jewish population increased rapidly (in no small part, as a result of vigorous proselytizing). Ultimately, Jews would constitute 25 percent of the Roman population in the Eastern Mediterranean and ten percent in the Empire as a whole. According to some estimates, the total Jewish population at the beginning of the common era may have been eight million.

The movement westward began after Titus’s destruction of Judea and was spurred on by Rome’s brutal suppression of a revolt in Palestine in 135. As Jews fanned out to the further corners of the Mediterranean, Italy and Spain to the north, the African coast to the south, they built settlements that have left us such archaeological traces as ruins of synagogues, the underground burial caverns known as catacombs, and trilingual (Hebrew, Latin, Greek) tombstone inscriptions. One such tombstone dating from sixth-century Mérida confirms the proud claims of later Spanish Jews that they were descended from the “founding fathers” of the nation.

In the case of Spain, the archaeological record reveals clearly that Jews did not live as isolated individuals or families but as organized communities that, while cohesive and traditional, also received cultural cues from the surrounding milieu. Such acculturation is indicated, for example, in the great number of funerary inscriptions that are written only in Latin. At the same time, Spanish Jews remained connected to classic Judaism and faithful to their ancient beliefs, as shown by the occurrence of traditional Jewish symbols alongside many of these Latin inscriptions.

In fact, the Jewish concept of monotheism was spread to others with relative ease during the first centuries of the common era, setting the stage for the successful Christian evangelizing to follow. Typically, the proselytes of Judaism were strongly influenced by contact with established Jewish communities or their missionaries but did not necessarily become full-fledged converts. These so-called “God-fearers” (sebomenoi) did adopt some Jewish practices, however, making them receptive to subsequent Christian conversion. As the records of the early Church show, it was invariably true that wherever a Christian missionary appeared he found Jews already established. According to Christian tradition, Saint Paul preached in Spain. Well into the common era, Judaism remained an expansionist, proselytizing religion with a significant conversionist bent.

Hispania or Ispamia was one of the wealthiest provinces of the Empire. Its inhabitants, granted citizenship in 212 by the Emperor Caracalla, participated in a flourishing commerce: rich soil and mild climate made the province into Rome’s granary, agriculture and livestock were cultivated throughout the peninsula, while Spanish horses were coveted in the Roman circuses for their swiftness and grace. In addition, a significant portion of the country’s wealth came from minerals; its gold and silver mines, heavily dependent upon slave labor, provided a steady annual income to Rome.

At its height the Empire maintained a superb communications network that facilitated the transfer of information and interchange among such a widely dispersed people as the Jews. The great Roman highway, the Via Augusta, began in the capital and stretched 13,000 miles through Italy and Gaul to terminate at the port of Cádiz in southwestern Spain. Troops and goods moved easily along the ancillary routes that radiated out to the many towns of the peninsula.

The basic unit of administration was the municipality (civitas). The historian Pliny, who served as the procurator in Spain, describes 360 different towns in the province, all of them sharing a basically Roman appearance with their temples, arches, aqueducts, and amphitheaters. Even today, remnants of these ancient public works can still be seen, such as the aqueducts in Segovia and Tarragona, the amphitheater in Tarragona, and the bridges of Mérida and Salamanca. One measure of the tranquillity of the province is that only one Roman legion had to be stationed there to keep Spain within the Empire.

So long as Rome was tolerant and prosperous, Jewish life flourished. Archaeological remains all along the Spanish coast attest to the density of Jewish settlement in this period. Early Church councils indicate that Jews mixed freely among their neighbors and were generally regarded with favor. The works of pagan writers suggest that attitudes toward Jews varied according to social class; some admired Jews for their “temperance, wisdom, courage, and justice”1 while others resented what they perceived as clannishness because of the Jews’ refusal to recognize the pagan gods.
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Deterioration of Jewish life in Spain began in the fifth century, when the Roman Empire converted to Christianity under the Emperor Constantine. For one thing, the Jewish population declined throughout the Mediterranean region as the Empire became increasingly chaotic and lawless. The conditions that had been critical to Spain’s prosperity were breaking down. Beginning in the third century, for example, the small freeholds were progressively being absorbed by the great landed estates. The invasions of various German tribes from western Europe merely accelerated a trend to ruralization as the latifundia of Roman times continued to grow through confiscation, a symptom of the general lawlessness and breakdown in imperial rule. As the cities declined, trade diminished and industrial production was reduced to essential items. Naturally, Jews suffered along with the rest of the population as gold and silver were drained to the East, onerous tolls were introduced, the road system disintegrated, and the overall economy declined.

More importantly, of course, a confrontation between the new state religion and Judaism was inevitable: Christianity defined itself as the successor to its older (and, as is often said, rival) sibling in the divine drama. Conversion to Judaism became a capital crime. This competition for converts from among the same pagan population provides part of the background for early Spanish ecclesiastical legislation against the Jews.

Even before the Empire converted to Christianity, the vexing problem of the status of the Jews was the subject of a historic ecclesiastical council convened in Elvira in the year 306. Participants were especially concerned about the close social relations between neighboring Christians and Jews. Evidently, the Jewish community was a substantial and influential presence, and some rabbis were held in alarmingly high esteem by many Christians. In Canon 49 of the Council of Elvira, the Christian believer is given specific instructions on this issue:

It seems appropriate to warn farmers not to permit that their fruits, which they receive from God as a gift of grace, be blessed by Jews so that our blessing should not appear as worthless and despised; if anyone continues to act in such a manner despite our prohibition, he will be driven away from the Church.

The council was even more exclusionary in another decree (Canon 50):

If any of the priests or believers eats his meal with a Jew, we decide that he does not participate in the communion so that he atones.2

Precisely because Jews were still an influential force in Spain, the Elvira Council deemed it necessary to insulate Christian believers from the seductions of Judaism by derogating both its tenets and its leaders. Restrictions were imposed to limit opportunities for social interaction between the two faiths; Christians were specifically warned not to ask rabbis to bless their fields. In short, the work of this council typified an emergent body of legislation designed to isolate Jews from the larger community throughout the Empire while hammering out a doctrine that defined and affirmed the lowly place of Judaism in history.

Perhaps surprisingly, the historical separation of Christianity from Judaism, with its profound consequences for Jewish communal life, was a long and complex process. After all, the Church had emerged directly out of the synagogue in the first century, and Christianity would never totally disassociate itself from its Jewish origins. On the contrary, Christian apologists argued the supremacy of their belief over Judaism by making recourse to promises and predictions in the Hebrew scriptures. In a sense, then, early Christians could be said to have defined themselves in terms of the religion they rejected.

Consequently, Church thinkers could not simply dismiss Judaism out of hand. Their most troubling challenge was the enigmatic perseverance of the Jewish people after the advent of Jesus had made their religion obsolete. A partial solution was to reinterpret selected ancient Hebraic texts, yet even then the Church had to retain many Jewish elements, unable either to abandon or acknowledge their origin. Another tactic was to regard Judaism as a perfidia, or perversion of the true faith.

Therefore, the appropriation and reinterpretation of the scriptures, a process which began with Paul’s career in the first century, was focused on working out an earthly role for Jews to play that would be consistent with the essential Christian message. Church thinkers reinterpreted the scriptures to become proof texts of the basic, two-edged doctrine: Christian election, Jewish obsolescence. Out of obstinacy and perverseness, the Jews refused to understand the shared scriptures “properly,” blind to the validations of Christianity there and the proof that their belief had been superseded. But even as Christians and Jews disagreed about the true meanings of the ancient texts, it was Scripture that linked them.

How should the bearers of the old tradition be treated so that they would not pose a “threat” to the fledgling new faith? In other words, what purpose should Jews serve in the new Christian world order?

A fateful rationale was devised from the doctrine of Christian supersession: the Jews would be preserved because their veneration of the Old Testament bore witness to the truth of Christianity. At the same time, they would be tolerated only minimally, so that their debased state itself would provide visible proof of their “rejection” by God. Their misery would also demonstrate what would befall those who did not accept Jesus as the Messiah. In addition, the maligning of Judaism would serve to enhance the self-esteem of Christians. Finally, the doctrine implied that strenuous efforts should be made so that a saving remnant of the Jewish people would “see the light,” since their conversion was to presage or accompany the Second Coming.

The paradoxes of a doctrine that simultaneously advocated toleration and discrimination, preservation and persecution, conversion and persuasion, would plague the Jews for centuries. Modern scholars have collectively labeled these contradictions “the teaching of contempt.” Its legacy was an enormous edifice, built over several centuries, that provided much of the material from which theological anti-Semitism in Western civilization evolved.3

After Constantine’s conversion, attacks against Jews were no longer solely verbal, confined to council deliberations and doctrinal disputes. Even though the status of Judaism as a lawful religion was not formally revoked, those in positions of authority in the state now shared the increasingly hostile ecclesiastical attitude. The pen of the bishops began to guide the hand of the emperors, and the currents of anti-Semitism in the early Church formed a powerful partnership with the pagan anti-Semitic legacy. Assaults upon the person and property of Jews followed as a matter of course, and their situation began a long decline toward the medieval position: the Jew as pariah and demon. It was not possible, after all, for the simple folk and lower clergy to discern the doctrinal nuance between preserving the Jews and humiliating them, all the while praying for their conversion though asserting that conversion should not be forced. For the man in the street, derogation and persecution frequently won out over theological subdety.
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In 409, Spain was overrun by three different Germanic tribes—the Suevi, Vandals, and the Alani—who all, but especially the Vandals, ravaged the countryside. A few years later, yet a fourth tribe, the Visigoths, drove out the Vandals and established themselves in Spain, in the process destroying many of the Roman institutions on such ideological grounds as, for example, the contention that the public baths encouraged softness and effeminacy.

The Visigoths constituted an ethnically and religiously alien element in their new domain. A small group of German-speaking warriors and herdsmen never exceeding 200,000, they practiced Arianism, a form of Christianity that did not recognize the Trinity. Yet they ruled over something like eight million Latin-speaking trinitarian Catholics, most of them farmers. In such circumstances, it was useful to tolerate Jews, who could either mediate between the foreign elite and the indigenous majority or serve as a convenient ally, when the occasion arose.

The several centuries of Jewish life under Visigothic rule are among the most obscure in all of Jewish history. We do know that when the Germans arrived, they found a Jewish population that was well integrated and in fact formed an influential part of society. Initially, Jewish life did not undergo drastic change as a result of the invasion. The patterns of Jewish autonomy established in Roman times continued to be respected. Local communities were led by elders, sometimes including women. The synagogues supported schools, the community was allowed to own property, and Jewish legal traditions were so well established that local Jewish courts were able to adjudicate in most instances. The community leadership played a strong role in regulating all aspects of daily life: it was empowered by tradition to supervise such economic activities as controlling prices, regulating wages, and regulating the markets, including the use of weights and measures. In addition, each community had a highly organized network of self-help and welfare institutions, each administered by a special committee: the public kitchen (tamhui), a chest for the needy, funds for orphans, dowries for indigent brides, and resources for the ransoming of Jewish captives. In sum, the community was capable of withstanding a variety of strains from external sources and buttressing its members even in extremely adverse conditions.4

Under the Visigoths, the Jews of Spain presented a varied economic profile and worked in a wide range of occupations. Some held ranking posts in the government or the army; others were recruited and organized for garrison service; still others continued to hold senatorial rank. Many Jews possessed landed wealth, perhaps using slaves to till the land.
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We should pause for a moment to discuss the issue of Jewish slave-holding, which would prove to be a recurrent thorn in the side of both ecclesiastical and lay leaders in Visigothic times—not because either authority had any special moral scruples but because the practice challenged accepted notions of Jewish subservience and also became a prime means of proselytism to Judaism. Precisely because the institution of slavery among the Jews touched a vital nerve in the Christian-Jewish contest for converts in these early centuries, it has been the subject of lengthy discussion and much controversy. Later, in medieval times, Jews were rarely slaveholders, although in the ninth century they did play a role in the extensive Muslim slave trade in the pagan Slavic lands. They never became involved, on the other hand, in the slave trade in Africa, which was dominated in the Middle Ages by the Arabs at first and then by the Turks. Neither Christian nor Muslim objected to slavery in itself; the landholdings of the Church were worked extensively by slaves throughout the Middle Ages, and Islamic civil bureaucracies and military rulers both relied heavily on slaves. Chiefly, Jewish slaveholding inspired a voluminous polemical literature because it posed a special kind of religious threat. Under Judaic law, which detailed a solicitude for slaves that was unparalleled in other civilizations, the Jewish slaveholder was subject to certain obligations that made his religion an attractive and available option for his slave. The master was obliged to permit his slaves to rest on the Sabbath. Non-Jews working in a Jewish home were considered to be part of the household and to be treated with respect and kindness. In many cases, a kind of semiconversion of slaves occurred, in which some Judaic practices were observed. Further, it was a prime duty of Jews to ransom all Jews from servitude, for the holding of Jewish slaves was declared to be illegal in the Talmud (Baba Batra f.8). Therefore, the slave who converted was immediately freed. Such conversions became quite commonplace since the Talmud prohibited Jews from keeping uncircumcised slaves. (See Babyl. Talmud, Gittin 8a–9a, 11b–15a, 37b–45a, 46b–47a.)

The Shulhan Aruch, the late medieval Jewish legal code, has this to say of slavery (Yoreh Deah, 267,27):

Mercy is the mark of piety and no man may load his slave with a grievous yoke. No non-Jewish slave may be oppressed: he must receive a portion from every dainty that his master eats: he must not be bullied nor scornfully entreated; but must be addressed gendy, and his reply heard with courtesy.

Slaves were not only given positions of trust in the household but were also allowed to do business on their own account. Some are included on the lists of larger donors to charity or as owners of boats. In Muslim lands, one of the last rites of a dying Jew was the freeing of his household servant. Moreover, it was forbidden for a female slave to work in a Jewish household in the absence of another female or if a female member of the household objected to her presence. By contrast, the Islamic slaveholder was entitled to engage in sexual relations with his female slaves.5

Church authorities became extremely concerned about the practice of Jews owning Christian or pagan slaves. For one thing, it was not uncommon for Christians to offer themselves as collateral for loans. Also, a debtor might default on his loan and became dependent upon, or even enslaved to, a Jew. It was partly for these reasons that in the sixth century Pope Gregory the Great explicitly expressed his concern to the various monarchs of the West that pagan or Christian slaves might convert to Judaism.
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The Visigothic German invaders set up the political center of their new kingdom at Toledo, but in fact held little dominion outside the city walls. Undisciplined and strife-ridden from the outset, the Visigoths never established a principle of succession and orderly dynastic rule. During the several hundred years of their reign, the country was in a state of almost continuous political turmoil if not anarchy. In contrast to the earlier centuries of stability, the Visigothic era was a time of mounting anti-Jewish legislation.

The single institution the Germanic outsiders managed to control was the Church. The Visigothic monarchs appointed bishops, structured dioceses, and convened the clerical councils in Toledo that enacted legislation on behalf of the Church’s “welfare.” This relationship began when, in 587, King Reccared I converted to Catholicism and Bishop Leander of Seville reportedly declared, “Now we are one nation.” The Visigothic elite would be absorbed into the rest of the nation, but the Jews would be left as the only “alien” element in Spain.

This is the real implication of the conversion of the Visigoths. Although religiously united at the top, the state remained deeply divided politically and at the grassroots level. The eighteen kings who ruled from King Recarred’s conversion until the Arab conquest of Spain in 711 represented at least fifteen different families. Seven of these monarchs were deposed or murdered, and numerous pretenders or usurpers simply took over parts of Spain, minting coins in their own name.6

Perhaps, as some have suggested, the monarchy’s desire to win over the clerical party was responsible for their sudden turn toward active persecution of the Jews. We cannot really say with certainty what motivated this change in policy, but one thing is unmistakably clear: the two centuries of Visigothic persecutions following Recarred’s conversion comprise one of the darkest periods in Jewish history and ominously portend future Spanish policies toward the Jews.

Almost immediately, the newly Catholic King Reccared convened the first Council of Toledo in order to win endorsement for his decrees to “regulate” relations between Christians and Jews. This overtly ecclesiastical assembly and its successors would often be led by the ruling monarch rather than by the titular head of the Spanish Church, the bishop of Seville. Typically, canons enacted by a council were confirmed by the king, thus becoming the law of the land, but they also entered the annals of the Church. By that route the anti-Jewish laws of Visigothic Spain, having been absorbed into Canon Law, served as legal precedents in other parts of Europe, even though they had been specifically devised to address local conditions or suit the whims of Spanish royalty.

In the language of a constitution issued by Reccared, one aim of the new legislation was to limit Jewish influence on Christians.7 In other words, the Elvira decree to this effect promulgated three centuries earlier had had only limited success, for Jews were still integrated in Spanish society. Dismayed by this source of both Christian attrition and resulting Jewish strength, the Church joined with King Reccared to bring Jewish slaveholding to an end. The monarch decreed that all slaves held by Jews should be handed over forthwith to Christian slaveholders (a measure that not only weakened the minority community but also guaranteed that they could no longer participate in agriculture). In the same exclusionary vein, the death sentence was instituted for any Jew found proselytizing. But conversion of Christian slaves to Judaism was only part of the perceived problem. Clerics and kings, engaging the broader issue of Jews exercising any authority at all over Christians, became determined to make the Jews’ worldly position conform to the lowly status assigned them in Church doctrine. Thus, they were forbidden to intermarry or to hold public office.

In 613, King Sisebut issued a radical decree at the Third Toledan Council that called for the forced conversion of all Jews. Any Jew who refused baptism would be given one hundred lashes and, if still resistant, would be banished and deprived of all property. Not only did he affirm the proscription on slaveholding; he also forbade Jews to hire Christian workers. Sisebut confirmed his predecessor’s death penalty for Jewish proselytism and required that any Christians who had converted should either revert or be publicly flogged and enslaved.

Some clerics, notably Isidore of Seville, reprimanded the king for this decree, but not on humanitarian grounds. Like Pope Gregory the Great (590—604), who had condemned forced conversions in a famous letter to the bishops of Aries and Marseilles in 591 but had also lauded Reccared for the rest of his anti-Jewish legislation, they objected that such conversions could not possibly produce genuine believers. Even so, Sisebut’s decree was permitted to stand. The results were devastating. Jewish children were wrested from their parents, who were legally prohibited from fleeing the country. Church and state joined together in supervising the forced conversions. The convert who received the sacraments of the Church was not permitted to revert to Judaism; punishment for lapses was severe. It seems likely that as many as 90,000 Jews were converted under the terms of Sisebut’s decree, while uncounted thousands more were able to escape. Thus began a century of forced conversion and martyrdom. Council followed upon council, issuing anti-Jewish decrees with increasing ferocity.

As Gregory wisely foresaw, however, forced conversions were often pro forma. Many Jews continued to practice their ancient religion in secret, thus ensuring that “crypto-Judaism” would be a long-standing problem on Spanish soil. (Medieval Spain would learn little from the failures of its Visigothic past in using forced conversion as an instrument of public policy.) Clearly, religious coercion would neither assure conformity nor resolve the country’s political rifts. Certainly, the population at large drew distinctions; converts were automatically suspect, and Christians began ferreting out crypto-Judaic practices and informing on the practitioners. Such peculiar designations as “baptized Jews” and “non-baptized Jews” entered the national lexicon along with the novel racial conception of Old and New Christians. The latter were not allowed the slightest doubts about their new faith; wavering or lukewarm converts were threatened with expulsion from Spain by the Eighth Council of Toledo. These seventh-century persecutions, which clearly foreshadowed the drastic policies of the Inquisition, seem indicative of a uniquely Spanish racial interpretation of the question, “Who is a Jew?” in the ancient and medieval worlds.

Outbursts of intolerance were by no means limited to Spain. In the first quarter of the seventh century, when Byzantine and Persian military forces confronted each other in a series of bloody campaigns in Syria and Palestine, Jews in Palestine sided with the Persians. Possibly in reprisal, Byzantium’s Emperor Heraclius decreed a forced conversion of his Empire’s Jews in 632. In Langobard, Italy, in 661, persecution also took the form of forced baptism, and some twenty years after Sisebut’s decree, the Jews of Merovingian France met the same fate as well. Whether or not these drastic measures were related to the larger context of sweeping Muslim victories in the Near East is not clear, but it is significant that in these early centuries the fate of forced converts was already assuming especially tragic forms in Spain. In this vein, the Visigoths promoted the concept of a unitary Iberian kingdom that ideally combined political with religious unity. The rulers of the Christian kingdom of Asturias-Leon in the north of Spain would preserve this ideal of unity and reconquest through the Middle Ages.

On the other hand, the Visigothic anti-Jewish laws were repeated with such regularity in the successive Toledan councils that one suspects they were implemented sporadically and were only temporarily successful. We can discern a recurrent cycle. A persecutory king would be deposed, then the Jews who had fled (especially those in neighboring Morocco or Narbonne, France) would return. Harsh measures would be relaxed for a time, only to be eventually affirmed yet again by a subsequent ruler. These cycles succeeded each other with astonishing frequency as civil wars and royal conspiracies tore Spain apart.

A glance at the rapidly changing succession of the Visigothic rulers juxtaposed with the major anti-Jewish decrees8 suggests the political motivation behind many of the peaks of repression:







	Visigoth King

	Assassinated/Deposed

	Anti-Jewish
Decree




	Reccared I

	586-601

	 

	**




	Liuva II

	601-603

	*

	 




	Witteric

	603-10

	*

	 




	Gundemar

	610-12

	 

	 




	Sisebut

	612-20

	 

	**




	Suinthila

	621-31

	*

	 




	Sisenand

	631-36

	 

	**




	Chintilla

	636–0

	 

	**




	Tulga

	640–2

	*

	 




	Chindasuith

	642-53

	 

	**




	Reccessuinth

	649-72

	 

	**




	Wamba

	672-80

	*

	 




	Erwig

	680-87

	 

	**




	Egica

	687-702

	*

	**




	Witiza

	702-10

	 

	 




	Achila

	710?-13?

	 

	 




	Roderick

	710-11

	 

	 





In 68o, King Erwig gained the throne only after a particularly brutal battle for succession. Typically, he unleashed a fresh spate of anti-Jewish legislation, including twenty-eight different laws in the first two months of his reign. At first, the themes were familiar—for example, Jews were given one year to have themselves baptized or face the consequences. His predecessor, King Recessuinth, had referred to the Jews as a “contagious pestilence”; Erwig not only coined the term Judaeorum pestis (the plague of Jews) but was soon advocating the extermination of the Jews. He appealed to the Twelfth Council of Toledo to rise up against “the leprosy of Jewish corruption.” By 694, the Jews were finally pushed to the edge of revolt, but their plans were thwarted by informers. Infuriated by this failed attempt at insurrection, the Toledan Councils now declared all Jews to be slaves, ordered their goods confiscated, and bound their children under the age of seven over to Christian slavemasters to be raised as Catholics.

Visigothic Spain contributed a novel feature to the sordid history of persecution of the Jews. The forced converts were compelled to renounce their faith and pledge their devotion to Christianity in extraordinarily elaborate oaths of abjuration. They had to vow to have no further contact with practicing Jews or participate in any Jewish festivals. Instead, they promised to present themselves before priests at church services during all Jewish and Christian festivals and there eat pork and other foods specifically forbidden under Jewish law. The penalties for breaking these macabre pledges included death by burning or stoning, or confiscation of all property and sale into permanent slavery. The cruel forced oaths were characterized by a disdainful tone toward Judaism; for example, the convert had to declare his traditional religion to be a “superstition” or the “vomit of my former error.”9 (These and similar phrases were appropriated from Pope Gregory’s 591 letter spelling out the dangers of forced baptism.) King Erwig, who would reign until 687, added the requirement that all business transactions between Jews and Christians begin with the Lord’s Prayer and consumption of a dish of pork. No convert could travel without the permission of his parish priest. An additional method of undermining and demoralizing the Jews was to force attendance at lectures and sermons. To help assure implementation of his policy, Erwig ordered bishops to denounce any colleague who did not comply fully.

Outside Spain, events were occurring that undoubtedly influenced the nature and severity of these repressions, for religious extremism was becoming the rule rather than the exception elsewhere in the Mediterranean world. The war of 610 between Christian Byzantium and Persia provoked violent anti-Christian measures in the Persian-controlled East. Jews welcomed the Persian forces as liberators from their Byzantine persecutors in Antioch and elsewhere. In Palestine, the Jews formed a potent military force alongside the Persians, who captured Jerusalem in 614 and are said to have deported 37,000 of its inhabitants. Rumors immediately circulated that Jews were involved in these actions and probably filtered back to the West, further exacerbating Christian-Jewish relations in Spain.

No sooner did the Persian menace subside in the East than the new faith of Islam burst forth from the Arabian Peninsula, swept through the ancient Mediterranean provinces of the Byzantine Empire, and threatened proud Constantinople itself, Byzantium’s capital. As the Muslim armies spread westward across North Africa, Spanish Jews were seeking asylum in Morocco. Undoubtedly, the Visigothic monarchs in Spain at the end of the seventh century made a political connection between the distant and increasingly powerful enemy that could not be touched and the increasingly vulnerable “enemy” at home. Since many Jews had “defected” to the Muslim stronghold, in other words, they were fair game.

Yet another excuse for exacerbating persecution of the Jews was the series of natural disasters that afflicted Spain from the beginning of the century, leaving its agriculture and economy in a shambles. Bad harvests, plagues of locusts, and famine reduced the population by half during Erwig’s relatively brief reign, producing an atmosphere of hysteria in which conspiracy theories flourished. Eventually, the country literally lay in ruins, its commerce strangled, irrigation systems destroyed, and cities decimated.

[image: image]

Ironically in this chaotic time, an actual conspiracy of certain Visigothic princes turned out to be far more devastating for their kingdom than any of the imaginary conspiracies attributed to the Jews. With disputes raging over the succession to the Visigothic throne, the heirs of King Witiza (702–10), aided by the Byzantine governor of the Moroccan coastal outpost of Ceuta, opened the gates of Spain to a small Arab force. Later legends embroidered the story of the fall of Visigothic Spain with a romantic subplot: the governor seeking revenge for Visigothic King Roderick’s seduction of his beautiful daughter. In truth, the regime fell as a result of the combined forces of internal collapse and the passivity of the Hispanic masses weary of Visigothic domination and continued instability.

Although historians have traditionally depicted the invasion of Spain as almost an accident or an afterthought to the conquest of Morocco, it is more accurate to consider it as one more victory in an ever-widening circle of a century-long process of Islamic expansion. Undoubtedly, the Arabs had heard rumors of Spain’s great riches and initially sent their small reconnaissance party across the Straits—400 troops commanded by an Arab general named Tarifa—to find out the truth. Instead of untold wealth, they discovered widespread discontent and found themselves welcomed as liberators by the warring sons of Witiza, the tired city dwellers, and the persecuted Jews. After Tarifa’s initial foray revealed that the peninsula was ripe for conquest, a much larger force of Berbers under Tariq ibn Ziyad invaded in 711 and Visigothic resistance swiftly collapsed. Some defiance continued at the purely local level, but within four years almost all of Spain had capitulated. In such a short period of time and with very few troops at their disposal, the Muslims had moved into the heart of Europe, beginning an occupation that would continue for nearly 800 years.
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